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This thesis explored the translocal village networks of the Lahu people in Northern 
Thailand. The concept of the translocal village which was adapted from Appadurai’s 
(1991) concept of translocalities was used to analyse the four Lahu villages of Santi, 
Phayakorngdee, Dok Daeng and Pathuniwet villages. Ethnographic techniques were 
used and a total of 40 interviews conducted – 27 with parents of migrant children and 
13 with other relevant interviewees. Translocal imageries were produced by the 
aspirations of parents, the copresence of foreign institutions and the exposure to 
education of the Lahu children. The weaving together of all the above three factors 
showed how translocal imageries reaching beyond the boundaries of village life were 
predicated on the provision of resources and structural links with other translocal and 
transnational institutions, as well as the influence of teachers and the learning of the 
Thai language which served to reduce the barriers to entry to urban centres. 
 
Next, I explored the theme of the maintenance of translocal flows and networks in the 
form of remittance flows and translocal communication between left behind parents in 
the villages and their migrant children. Remittance flows have contributed to the 
increased availability of resources at both the family and village levels. Families and 
sometimes neighbours and the wider village community gain from the financial 
support and income security provided by the migrant children. Besides remittance 
flows, care and intimacy were also transmitted through routinised translocal 
communication between the parent and the migrant child. Traditional notions of 
parenting have changed, incorporating the element of distance in selective ways. 
While the technologies of travel and communication make possible the maintenance 
 viii
of social ties and relationships across space, a closer examination of the translocal 
village showed that acts of care and intimacy and new forms of parenting through 
communication technologies may not always prove sufficient to sustain strong parent-
child bonds. Sharing close proximity within a locality does sometimes matter for the 
emotional aspects of relationships, pointing to the limitations of translocal 
communication and the possibility of periods of translocal disconnections. Return 
visits by the migrant children to the translocal village were hence crucial in re-
establish and refreshing relationships between left behind parents and migrant 
children. 
 
Lastly, despite the growing importance of translocal linkages, the translocal village 
retained and maintained aspects of the past and former ways of life, primarily to 
render cogency and stability to the lives of the family and the village community. 
Nostalgia and memories were conjured through the maintenance of specific places 
such as the migrant children’s rooms. Left behind parents adopted surrogate 
relationships to establish a sense of stability in the (re)production of the local. The 
translocal village is thus a product of negotiations and interactions between translocal 
influences and local forces. The reproduction of the local has also led to new, nuanced 
understandings of what the local was. Such an account of the translocal village 
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1.1 Context of Study 
 Ca Suh turns, trying to locate the source of the rumbling sound reverberating 
through the village. It is one of the many trucks that now pass through the village on 
the new tarmac road connecting the village to the Chiang Mai-Chiang Rai highway. 
Further down the road stands a concrete bridge, a vast contrast to its predecessor – a 
bamboo bridge that had served the villagers well enough in the recent past. It is times 
like these that make Ca Suh look back nostalgically at life in Santi village when he 
arrived to pastor the first Church in Santi village 11 years ago. He cannot help but 
remember a time when religion had a stronger foothold in the lives of the villagers. 
There was a time when villagers attended church activities regularly because they had 
no other activities in the evenings. However things are different today, prayer 
meetings in the evening are often met with poor response. “Nobody wants to come to 
church to pray anymore…they’d rather stay home to watch television…” laments Ca 
Suh. Televisions and hi-fi stereo sets, things once considered rare items, are now 
commonplace thanks to the government’s initiative to connect the village to the 
national grid. A short walk through the village every morning for Ca Suh proves that. 
Radios blaring the ten most popular Thai pop songs and overheard snippets of 
conversation from the latest soap opera are just part of the cacophony that one 
experiences in the village daily, in addition to vehicles travelling through the village 
to the next town. What a difference it is from the quiet sounds of nature Ca Suh and 
his wife used to enjoy those 11 years ago. 
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November. The almost month long vacation in Thailand had flown by and it is 
time for reluctant goodbyes to be said once again. Ca Nart starts the engine of his 
motorcycle, ever conscious of the cool morning air prickling his cheeks. He checks 
his wrist watch and calls out to his daughter who is busy checking if she had left 
anything behind. Ca Nart’s wife replies for her daughter, “Soon soon, she’s coming 
soon.” Ca Nart is anxious about his daughter arriving late in school as the journey to 
the student hostel in town will take about slightly less than three hours while he has to 
be back in the village for a meeting with the village head in the afternoon. Ca Nart’s 
daughter emerges from the house with two bags, one for her books and the other 
rather big bag with her personal belongings in it. She hops onto the motorcycle and 
waves goodbye to her mother who is standing at the entrance of the house. Ca Nart 
reminds his daughter to hold on tightly as he pushes off and rides onto the main road 
leading out of the village. It would be another few months before Ca Nart’s daughter 
returns to the village. 
 
 The above snapshots are becoming part of everyday life amongst the Lahu 
people in Northern Thailand. The rural village locality can no longer be taken or 
understood as a given territorially bounded social reality (Appadurai, 1991). The once 
isolated rural village such as Ca Nart’s village is transforming into one which is 
highly connected into the urban centres of the region (Rigg, 1994, 2003). With this 
connection to the urban centres, the socio-economic and political milieu of the rural 
Lahu village are increasingly being thrown into flux and new understandings of what 
the ‘local’ means and how it is reproduced are constantly being negotiated. 
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 In the last decade, more rural children like Ca Nart’s daughter have moved out 
of their villages to study or work in the urban centres (Rigg, 2003) in non-agricultural 
sectors. Their parents, meanwhile, are staying behind in the village to tend to the 
farms. This trend of movement to the urban centres has been fueled partially by the 
increasing opportunities available to the children at the villages. Foreign institutions 
which have started various projects and agricultural initiatives, and external 
influences filtering through the community through teachers at the schools have 
contributed to new possibilities to imagine life differently. Mindsets and perceptions 
of the village as well as expectations of self and others are changing, incorporating a 
range of external influences that are constantly seeping into the villages of Northern 
Thailand. 
 
 Parents of migrant children who have stayed on at the villages have adopted 
and adapted new ways to cope with the physical absence of their children through the 
use of telecommunication linkages (Parrenas, 2005a) and by capitalizing on new 
resources obtained from their migrant children to sustain family and community life. 
These socio-economically active parents who have stayed behind are an important 
component of the migration processes developing among the Lahu, and deserved 
more attention from migration scholars (Toyota et al., 2007). While the broader 
migration and development literature has tended to focus on vulnerable populations 
such as the ‘left-behind’ elderly and young children, this thesis turns attention to the 
parent generation who are neither totally neglected nor completely dependent on their 
migrant children. Instead, the emphasis here is on their active roles in sustaining 
translocal linkages with their migrant children and in reproducing local family and 
community life. Indeed, these parents are actively involved in every stage of the 
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migration process as they begin to embrace non-local influences and, by being crucial 
translocal links, they are significant agents of change who translate translocal effects 
and resources into shaping and (re)producing the local. Highlighting their ‘place’ in 
the complexities of the migration process helps us avoid casting migrants/non-
migrants within unhelpful heroes/victims binaries as well as move away from the 
stereotype of the ‘left-behind’ population groups as inevitably ‘vulnerable’ or 
‘dependent’ on those who migrate. 
 
1.2 Research Aims 
 As shown in the story of Ca Suh and Ca Nart, the Lahu village and the Lahu 
people’s lifestyle are changing. In today’s context, the former ways of understanding 
how the village worked can no longer be applied. The research aims of the thesis were 
written in the context of this change and draws upon Appadurai’s (1991) concept of 
translocalities as the overarching framework. Translocalities are places which are 
connected to a myriad of other places through relationships. These relationships such 
as marriage ties, work, businesses, etc. are not necessarily bounded to a place. 
Furthermore, the concept of translocalities emphasises everyday family, social and 
material relations that connected places. 
 
 Hence, the first aim of the research is shaped around issues relating to how 
migration started or how the seeds of migration were planted in the Lahu villages. 
Why do parents of migrant or soon-to-be-migrant children allow migration to happen 
in the families? How do migration aspirations or the openness to migration enter the 
village? Have the schools which the Lahu children attend contribute in the facilitation 
of out migration? 
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 Next, the second aim is to elucidate the impact of remittances and the 
interactions between parents and their migrant children. Has the inflow of remittances 
increased the availability of resources for the families? How are care and intimacy 
expressed between parent and migrant child in the village? Are there limitations to 
telecommunication technologies with respect to the expression of care and intimacy? 
 
 The third research aim is to understand the local interactions in the midst of 
translocal influences which the Lahu village faces. Some of the questions which have 
guided this third aim are as follows: How to families render cogency and stability in 
their lives when their migrant children are away? How does the translocal influences 
affect the local? What aspects of the local have been retained? 
 
1.3 Structure of Thesis 
 Drawing mainly on Appadurai’s (1991) work, chapter two provides an 
extensive literature review of the concept of translocalities, which forms the basic 
conceptual framework for this thesis. Thereafter the chapter reviews the following 
bodies of literature: (a) Intergenerational relationships highlighting the everyday 
interactions between migrant families or have family members who are migrants. (b) 
The ‘left behind’ community and families as this group provides the subject of the 
thesis. (c) Remittance impacts on the sending countries and communities as 
relationships connect places through the flow of remittances. (d) Translocal family 
strategies, gender, and the vulnerable and dependent where the everyday-ness of the 
translocal are played out in the various scales such as the family and community. 
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 Chapter three starts with the background of the highland people groups in the 
region focusing on the Lahu people highlighting their history of movement over 
centuries and across many political borders. I posit that movement is a part of life for 
the Lahu people by discussing four aspects of the movement – the historical 
southward migration, the movement embedded in their agricultural system, ethnic 
tourism in the hills and forced displacement of the highland peoples. In this chapter 
also, I introduce the current social, demographic and economic profile of the villages 
in which I conducted research and explain the purposes and motivations for selecting 
these villages as my research areas. 
 
 The next chapter focuses on the methodology drawn upon in this research. In 
obtaining primary and secondary data for this research, I elaborate on the 
ethnographic methods used to tease out information and garner relevant data for the 
research. Thereafter, the limitations of the method and techniques adopted will be 
discussed followed by a brief discussion of my positionality so that the motivations 
and problems of the research will be better understood by the reader.  
 
 Chapters five to seven are a series of empirical chapters, which elaborates on 
different aspects of the translocal village. Chapter five explores the production of 
translocal imageries among villagers as a result of the changing aspirations of the 
Lahu parent generation, the increasing copresence of foreign institutions within the 
village, and the exposure of the Lahu children to schooling. These imageries in turn 
promulgates translocal movements by planting the initial seeds of new possibilities 
for work and study beyond the boundaries of the village. The translocal village that 
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develops in this context is increasingly connected with other nodes in the formation of 
translocal networks. 
 
 In the context of expanding possibilities brought in train by the production of 
translocal imageries and translocal movements, chapter six addresses the maintenance 
of everyday life within the ‘left-behind’ family in the village. Focusing primarily on 
the perspective of the parent generation, the chapter shows how both the economic 
aspects of household maintenance (i.e. the garnering and use of resources) and the 
social aspects of sustaining the family (i.e. parenting) have taken on a translocal 
flavour incorporating the element of distance. It is argued that the successful 
maintenance of family relationships in a translocal context depends on the 
management of remittance flows and translocal communication (Parrenas, 2005a) 
between the ‘left-behind’ parent generation and the migrant children of the village. 
 
 Chapter seven goes on to discuss the complexities which undergird the 
(re)production of the ‘local’ in the translocal village. Strategies employed by the ‘left-
behind’ parent generation aim at maintaining the ‘place’ of their absent children 
through the conservation of material spaces associated with the children as well as the 
adoption of surrogate relationships to substitute for parent-child bonds, providing a 
sense of stability and continuity in the lives of the families who remain in the 
translocal village. These investigations allow us to develop a more nuanced 
understanding of how the local is (re)constituted and (re)shaped in the context of 
growing translocal linkages. 
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 In concluding this thesis, chapter seven provides an overview of the main 
issues that have been discussed followed by a brief exploration of other future areas of 
research. It argues is that a geographical perspective on under-researched areas such 
as the parent generation remaining in the translocal village in the context of emerging 
migrations of young people can be relevant and contribute to a better understanding of 
























 I begin this chapter by explaining the concept of the translocal village which 
provides an overarching theoretical framework to the thesis. This is followed by a 
review of selected literature on intergenerational relationships in migrant families and  
translocal families, highlighting how parents and children relate to each other, the 
roles each play in the family and the possible tensions and conflicts and the strategies 
translocal families adopt to exploit migration. The second half of the chapter 
examines the literature which has developed around the so-called ‘left behind’ in 
migration processes, that is, those who have stayed behind in sending communities 
while others migrate. Two main themes can be identified from the literature. First, 
there is a well-developed (if inconclusive) vein of literature on the relationship 
between remittances sent home by migrants and ‘development’, elucidating the uses 
of remittances, and both the positive and negative impacts of remittances on left-
behind families and communities. Second, research on the vulnerable and dependent 
and translocal village gender relations are reviewed. The review of these bodies of 
literature will be brought together to provide the necessary framework for the 






2.2 The Translocal Village  
 
In this ‘fragmented globality’ (Trouillot, 2003), mobility has provided new 
ways to envision distance through time, space, society and culture. “Place is usually 
considered the backdrop for motion” (McKay, 2006:197) as transnational migration 
and other global forces produce porous places which are linked to a larger network of 
relationships. Transnationalism, as Vertovec (1999) has argued, has become a 
ubiquitous if over-used term in describing the multiple networks and linkages 
between places in an era of quickened migrations. In this context, I will attempt to 
distill the concept of the ‘translocal village’, drawing on Massey’s concept of 
localities where place is a ‘moment’ in a network of social relations as well as 
Appadurai’s (1991, 1995, 1996) theory of translocality.  
 
Doreen Massey (1993, 1994) posited that localities are always temporary and 
contested, and emerge through co-presence or from face-to-face encounters with 
others at that point in time. These ‘moments’ in networks of social relations and 
understandings are places which are based on co-presence. Therefore place, for 
Massey, is a product of social relations and expressions of identity, as well as a node 
in a larger network of other places. The ‘local’ is linked to other locales through social 
relations, an important aspect in the formation of translocalities which I will elaborate 
below. 
 
Appadurai’s (1991, 1996) argument, based on his own personal experiences 
and other vignettes, was that global or cosmopolitan processes now flow through the 
local, that is, through “the most localized of events” (Fox, 1991:12). He therefore puts 
forward a theory of the production of locality (Appadurai, 1995) where locality is 
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made up of relationships not necessarily bounded by space or place. These localities 
are places where there are a whole myriad of connections to the global through 
marriage ties, work, businesses, leisure, the media and the circulation of people 
challenging traditional territorial definitions of the nation-state. Translocalities may 
also extend these relations beyond conventional political borders of nation-states.  
 
Hence, translocal spaces are “based on imagined identities” (Low and 
Lawrence-Zuniga, 2004:299) where “populations with various kinds of 
‘locals’…create localities that belong in one sense to particular nation-states but are, 
from another point of view, what we might call translocalities” (Appadurai, 1995:216 
and 2004:339; emphasis in original). As such, translocalities are places which are 
“substantially divorced from their national contexts” (Appadurai, 2004:339) and have 
both a sedentary and circulating population (Appadurai, 1991, 1995, 1996; McKay, 
2006a) which is linked to the global world mediated by, for example, mobile phones 
(McKay, 2006b). The village is no longer and cannot be seen as an isolated place or 
identity void of exterior influences or connections. In addition, translocalities place 
emphasis on the everyday relations allowing us to “envisage the everydayness of 
material, family, social, and symbolic networks and exchanges that connect [places]” 
(Velayutham and Wise, 2005:40). The emotional and social character of relationships 
at this level is then encompassed in this concept of translocalities providing a much 
deeper analysis and insight into locales in this complex and interconnected world.  
 
Drawing on Appadurai’s concept of translocalities, Velayutham and Wise 
(2005:27) proposed to explore the notion of the ‘translocal village’ which in their 
view is “a distinct theoretical subset of the broad category transnationalism”, but 
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based on the micro-scale of the village and place-oriented familial (and community) 
relationships which have expanded in subsequent years or decades across space. In 
their paper, they applied the concept of the translocal village to describe a set of 
village-like social relations and activities which have formed among migrants in a 
receiving country and which mirror the relations of the ‘home’ village. Their 
emphasis was on translocal effects of affective moral economies underpinned by 
pride, shame, guilt, responsibilities and obligations to family and the village 
community back ‘home’. Thus, the translocal village formed in the receiving country 
was caught up in a ramifying network of translocal social relationships which 
orientated it towards the sending community and kept it within the social and moral 
gaze of the ‘home’ village. 
 
The conceptual framing of this thesis draws in part from Velayutham and 
Wise’s (2005) notion of the translocal village but focuses instead on the ‘left behind’ 
village in the context of rural-urban migration. Borrowing from their concept, 
Massey’s concept of place and incorporating Appadurai’s translocalities, the ‘left 
behind village’ is a translocality comprised of the varied social and economic 
networks formed as increasing numbers of the children of the parent generation 
migrate out of the village. In drawing on the concept of the translocal village, the 
emphasis is on the sustenance of everyday socio-economic relations as played out at 
the sites occupied by the left-behind family and community and encompassing the 





2.3 Intergenerational Relationships and Translocal Families 
2.3.1 Immigrant Family Relations in Receiving Countries 
 The existing body of literature on the links between migration and 
intergenerational relationships have mainly focused on immigrant families. While this 
thesis focuses on intergenerational relations, migration also affects other sets of social 
relations such as gender relations. There is already a body of literature on changing 
gender relations in source communities such as Elmhirst (2007) and Resurreccion and 
Ha Thi Van Khanh (2007) where husbands and men have lost their traditional 
patriarchal power1.  
 
It has been argued that family migration disrupts normal parent-child 
relationships (Zhou, 1997), often resulting in intergenerational conflicts. Conflicts 
arise in the reversal of roles in the immigrant family. Roles were reversed when 
children were called to be culture and language brokers, as mediators between their 
parents and the host society. Greater dependence of parents on their adolescent 
children in the process of adjusting to host society results in a loss of parental 
authority (Bartley and Spoonley, forthcoming). Dwindling parental authority and 
insufficient family communications may also have significantly negative results (such 
as loss of self-esteem and academic aspirations) on the children (Gil and Vega, 1996). 
Another area that may lead to intergenerational conflicts lies in the different priorities 
                                                
1
 As migration enters into the level of relationships, gender roles are thrown into flux resulting in 
different coping actions in traditionally patriarchal societies when wives are now the breadwinners in 
the family. Resurreccion and Ha Thi Van Khanh (2007) researched the patriarchal loss of power of the 
husband as social reproductive work is taken up by the husband. Elmhirst (2007) showed that the 
young men’s masculinity in Indonesia is threatened due to the perceived ‘lack’ socio-economically 
causing them to reassert themselves through renewed discourses of masculinity organizing themselves 
in gangs. Women’s expanded roles in decision making and increased responsibilities have accorded the 
women greater autonomy and freedom in managing their households, a better standard of living from 
the inflow of remittances and the diffusion of secular ideas (Khafagy, 1982; Gulati, 1983; Colfer, 1985; 
Shah and Arnold, 1985; Gardner, 1995; Hugo, 1997; Hadi, 1999, 2001).  
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held by different generations. Parents who were often motivated to migrate to achieve 
upward social mobility for the family were concerned with the future and thus 
emphasized discipline and scholastic achievements while children tend to be focused 
on current adjustments to fit in with the receiving country’s culture (Zhou, 1997).  
 
 Migration research has also highlighted positive aspects of intergenerational 
relations within the immigrant families. The interaction between migrant generations 
as discussed in the migration literature often emphasized the role that children play in 
aiding their immigrant families assimilate to the host country (Orellana et al., 2001). 
This was largely due to the ability of the younger generation to adapt quickly to the 
host country’s culture and pick up its lingua franca (Portes and Schauffler, 1994). For 
example, in the context of immigrant families in New Zealand, Bartley and Spoonley 
(forthcoming) showed that the children helped their parents to attend to calls from 
insurance companies, banks and real estate agents, thereby assisting their parents 
adjust to a new way of life in the host country.  
 
 Research has also shown that immigrant families which were close knit tend to 
encourage their children to achieve higher levels of academic qualifications (Mouw 
and Xie, 1999), better psychological conditions, stronger educational aspirations as 
compared to socially isolated families (Zhou, 1997). Literature written from the 
parents’ perspective showed that parents reinforced the values of hard work and 
educational achievement; their influence is usually direct rather than mediated 
through their children’s social networks, with mothers in particular having a strong 
influence over their children (Killian and Hegtvedt, 2003). A case study by Portes and 
Schauffler (1994) of second generation immigrant children in America showed that 
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these children were better able and motivated to pick up the language of the receiving 
countries because of their close knit families. To take a second example, Killian and 
Hegtvedt’s (2003) study showed that parents played a direct role in the maintenance 
of their children’s ethnic Vietnamese cultural behaviour in the host country, America. 
 
 However, Zhou (1997) has also highlighted that strong family ties among 
immigrants may also mean that the children encounter significant barriers to adjusting 
or assimilating to the receiving country’s culture. Zhou and Bankston (1994) raised 
this issue on the context of Vietnamese adolescents in New Orleans who were 
constantly being reminded of their duties to show respect for their elders, take care of 
younger siblings, to work hard, and to make decisions with the approval of their 
parents. These adolescents functioned under the close scrutiny of their parents and 
their communities who exercise considerable moral power over them as the parents 
are positioned as the bearers and teachers of ‘original’ values, culture and traditions 
(Phinney and Vedder, 2006). 
 
 What emerges from this brief review of the migration literature on 
intergenerational relationships among immigrant families of pertinence to the thesis is 
that parents and children play different roles in migration. Both parents and children 
have their own agenda, whether it is to retain as much of the ‘original’ culture or to 
adopt the new culture quickly, and these are negotiated within the specific context of 
the family. These negotiations in terms of both the positive and negative aspects are 
also relevant to other family formations in the migration process (as shall be seen later 




2.3.2 Families with Migrant Parents 
For families with at least one migrant away, Knodel and Saengtienchai (2007) 
used the concept of a ‘modified extended family’ to describe such circumstances. In 
these cases, the important functions of maintaining the social and economic well-
being of the family are fulfilled over geographical distance (Knodel and 
Saengtienchai, 2007). Asis et al. (2004) argued that family forms in such contexts 
may also become flexible, expanding the boundaries of the ‘family’ to include non-
kin and thereby minimizing the dislocating impacts of migration. Intergenerational 
relationships were not limited to those between migrant parents and their children but 
may include surrogates who have been incorporated into the family to fill gaps 
resulting from the migration of family members (see Battistella and Conaco, 1998). 
 
To show how intergenerational relationships between migrant mothers and 
their children vary, Parrenas (2003) highlighted two scenarios. In the first scenario, 
the child feels emotional insecurity because of the lack of interaction between the 
migrant mother and the child. These relationships gradually became more distanced 
and separation took a heavy toll on both the migrant mothers and children (see also 
Asis et al., 2004; Asis, 2006). In the second scenario, migrant mothers who provided 
emotional care and guidance from afar as well as maintained open communication 
between themselves and their children were able to allay emotional insecurities 
among their children (as seen for example in the. children’s better academic 
performance in schools) In a similar vein, Asis (2006) showed statistically that the 
children’s well-being was not seriously undermined by the absence of their parents in 
situations where parents and children take active steps in mediating intergenerational 
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relationships. Research indicate that the maintenance of parent-child relationships are 
fraught with more difficulties in the case of migrant fathers, Parrenas (2005a) showed 
that migrant fathers tend to lose touch with their children resulting in awkward 
situations in the family on their return visits. In the case of seafaring fathers who 
experienced long periods of separation from their children, the role played by the 
mothers was crucial in acting as mediators between migrant fathers and the children 
and in encouraging the children to spend time with their migrant fathers. 
 
Research on families with migrant parents therefore illustrate the flexible 
nature of family formation under conditions of increased mobility. Notions of what 
‘family’ means are constantly redefined to adapt to the changes and the demands 
brought about of migration processes. Parent-child relationships come under stress, 
but may be maintained or even strengthened where family members take active steps 
to adapt their practices of being family as seen in examples of long-distance 
mothering discussed above. 
 
2.3.3 Transnational/Translocal Families 
 Another useful body of literature focusing on the links between ‘family’ and 
‘migration’ lies in the notion of the transnational family. The concept focused largely 
on the network links and flows that connect different family members dispersed 
across national borders in different countries. In providing an overview of ‘Asian’ 




First, the ‘Asian’ family shares an imaginary “of ‘belonging’ which 
transcended particular periods and places to encompass past trajectories and future 
continuities” (Yeoh et al., 2005:308) in addition to sharing “material bonds of 
collective welfare” (Yeoh et al., 2005:308). For example, Catharina Williams’ (2005) 
work on Indonesian female migrants negotiating ‘family’ illustrated migrant women’s 
agency in carving out a dynamic subjectivity based on imagined notions of gender 
roles in the family. Second, a major theme in the transnational family literature as 
discussed by Yeoh et al. (2005) was the fostering of intimacy across space between 
the transnational migrants and the left behind. As already raised in an earlier section 
of this chapter, Parrenas (2005b) showed how Filipino migrant mothers nurture their 
children that have been left behind through various mediums of communications like 
short messaging service (SMS), phone calls and sending remittances. Migrant parents 
attempted to be a part of their left behind children’s lives by supporting them from 
afar (Lam, et al. 2002). Third, transnational families were characterize by the strategic 
intent to improve their lives and carve out a better future (Yeoh et al. 2005). Writing 
in this context, Huang and Yeoh (2005) showed that China’s ‘study mothers’ adopted 
a sacrificial role in migrating to Singapore as accompanying mothers to place their 
children in Singapore schools as an investment in the children’s future in the hope of 
improving the family’s social standing and prestige. Likewise, Waters (2005) argued 
that the children of Hong Kong families were sent away for an overseas education as 
part of a ‘class’ move, acquiring symbolic capital and value in a cosmopolitan world. 
Focusing on Nepalese families where both parent migrate to Japan to seek work while 
leaving their children behind in the hands of relatives, Yamanaka (2005) showed that 
as dual-wage earner families, their strategic intent was to take advantage of new 
economic opportunities to better the lives of the family as a whole.  
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While the three themes of imaginaries, intimacies and strategic intents forming 
the connective threads between dispersed family members have emerged primarily 
with research on transnational families, they are also relevant to the case of families 
where members are separated by distances not across political borders but within the 
nation-state. For example, Knodel and Saengtienchai (2007) working in the context of 
Thailand showed how left behind parents in rural areas continue to forge ties of 
intimacy with their migrant children in urban areas through the use of 
telecommunication tools like the mobile phones. In this way, the insights from 
research on transnational families may be adapted to apply to ‘translocal families’ 
who also negotiate distance and boundary lines (e.g. the rural-urban divide) in 
maintaining and imagining ‘family’. 
 
2.3.4 Left Behind Families  
The term “left behind” has been a contentious one as it is structurally tied to 
migrants (as the active term) and has been associated with negative connotations2. 
The term implied non-mobility and suggested a form of dualism between migrants 
and the non-migrants. In recent years, the concept of the ‘left behind’ has been given 
greater analytical attention and its usefulness in focusing attention on source 
communities in migration processes acknowledged. Scholars such as Rigg (2007) and 
Xiang (2007) have both interrogated the concept. Rigg (2007) studied the implications 
on the source community with the onset of changing definitions of mobility. He 
argued that “rather than attempting to predict or come to some generalized conclusion 
                                                
2
 There is a third contention, which in my opinion a non-issue, is tied to a particular interest group that 
popularized the novel by the same name, by Tim Lahaye and Jerry Jenkins (1995) about the Earth’s last 
days. Clarity of the research topic should be more than an ample solution to prevent any 
misunderstandings. 
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or view regarding the impacts of migration on source communities and the left-
behind, or indeed on migration more generally, a more productive line of enquiry was 
to identify and think about ‘lines of influence’” (Rigg, 2007:173) and to study the 
interactions between the left behind and migration in the broader social, economic and 
political contexts. Xiang (2007) argued in a structuralist vein that there were 
“fundamental institutional constraints” governing who became the migrant or the left 
behind. Many rural communities in China have generally been left behind socio-
economically and migration for them was difficult due to the denied access to basic 
welfare in the city as a result of the government’s policy of the household registration 
system and the place-based public finance system. 
 
The corpus of empirical literature written about the people who stayed behind 
or the ‘left behind’ has also grown steadily in the past few years. Some scholars 
(Yeoh et al., 2002; Toyota et al., 2007) have been calling for new research 
frameworks that deal with migration and the left behind in a holistic fashion in 
understanding social change, through what has been called the “migration-left behind 
nexus”. A number of case studies have emerged in recent years, primarily from high 
migrant sending countries such as the Philippines (Asis, 2002, 2003, 2006; Parrenas, 
2001, 2003, 2005; Tyner, 2002; McKay, 2006b) and South Asia (Gardner, 1995; 
Hadi, 1999, 2001; Afsar, 2004; Kumar, 2004, Kuhn, 2006) although several case 
studies are also emerging from the Southeast Asian region such as Indonesia (Hugo, 
2002; Elmhirst, 2007) and Thailand (Jampaklay, 2006; Knodel and Saengtienchai, 
2007). This vein of work has moved beyond economic aspects of the relationship 
between migrants and the left behind (i.e. work on remittance flows as will be 
reviewed in a later section) to encompass social aspects such as the sustenance of 
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family ties (Asis, 2002, 2003, 2006; Parrenas, 2003, 2005a; Elmhirst, 2007; Knodel 
and Saengtienchai, 2007) and giving voice the formerly agency-less left behind 
through methodological avenues of inquiry such as ethnographic writings (Parrenas, 
2003, 2005a). 
 
The current literature on left behind families has tended to focus primarily on 
vulnerable and dependent members such as young children and the elderly. Research 
on left behind children has been led by scholars like Parrenas (2001, 2003, 2005a) and 
Asis (2003, 2006) who have centred their research largely in the Philippines. The 
effect of parental absence on the left behind children was an area which the literature 
has highlighted. Adopting a more technical and quantitative approach, Kuhn (2006) 
used a variety of indicators based on the 1996 Matlab Health and Socio-economic 
Survey to determine the effects of migration on young school going children in 
Bangladesh whose father or sibling was a migrant overseas. Jampaklay (2006) 
analysed the effect of parental absence on the children’s school enrolment based on a 
longitudinal study in Thailand and also compared the impacts of  the long term 
absence of the absent mother and absent father.  
 
Scholars have shown that the absence of parents for the children may not 
necessarily be detrimental to the children as the other family members or the 
community step up to fill in the gaps for the absent parent. Asis (2006) researched on 
how children in the Philippines cope without either one of both parents by adopting a 
more qualitative approach elucidating certain aspects such as agency. Agency was 
given to the children as they are actively involved in shaping their own lives when 
their parents were not around. In their paper on the left behind children in the 
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Philippines, Basttistella and Conaco (1998) argued that migration was not necessarily 
detrimental or disruptive for the development of the left behind children. This was 
especially so if the mother remained behind with the children as compared to the 
father (as Parrenas (2005a) has also argued). Basttistella and Conaco (1998) also 
highlighted the importance of the extended family in filling the gaps resulting from 
parental absence as this was an important coping mechanism. And the presence of 
relatives was pertinent especially when both parents of the left behind children face 
problems and seek guidance from them. Interestingly, from their study, a sizeable 
proportion of the left behind children selected media personalities and non-relatives as 
their role models when both parents were absent. Based on their study, they 
concluded that “the absence of one or both parents creates a void which needs to be 
filled. Typically, such a responsibility falls on relatives but outcomes are different” 
(Battistella and Conaco, 1998:237). Even with the absent father or mother, left behind 
children do not say that their families were broken (Parrenas, 2005a). Nonetheless, 
they have an expanded definition of the ‘right’ kind of family which was beyond the 
typical, narrow conventional views and discourses understood in the public sphere. 
The emotional quality of the family was more significant to these children than the 
physical makeup of the right kind of family. However, Parrenas (2005a) concluded in 
her study that the left behind children do not feel that the transnational family 
situation they are in is neither ideal nor an acceptable household model for raising 
children.     
 
Elderly populations that have been left behind tend to be portrayed as 
dependent, vulnerable and requiring help and attention. As elderly parents, they were 
more likely to be dependent on family and community networks which may decline as 
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a result of out-migration (Kothari, 2002). Casey and Yamada (2002) noted the elderly 
were more likely to be poor and it is not ideal for the elderly to be living alone as they 
may require close assistance in the case of an illness or disability. Children then 
became important as they provide support and care for the elderly when they were old 
and became frail (Caffrey, 1992). And it was precisely because the children’s elderly 
parents have become old and frail, and a burden (in terms of their children’s time, 
effort and finance) to the children, that the children may need to migrate to support 
them (Morada, 2001). There were other studies which highlight the better housing 
conditions and greater economic support among elderly left behind members with 
migrant children as compared to those without (Zhuo and Liang, 2006). With out-
migration, there was a substitution effect where remittances sent by the children 
substitute for the direct personal care and requirement to stay with their left behind 
elderly parents (Lee et al., 1994; Frankenberg and Kuhn 2004; Silverstein et al., 2006; 
Qin et al., 2008). Qin et al. (2008) highlighted the negative social consequences of the 
left behind elderly living alone such as the lack of emotional support and the 
provision of care as the elderly parents have become more frail and vulnerable. 
 
The literature on the left behind parent generation provide a useful framework 
for my analysis. Issues that face the left behind parent generation are similar to the 
issues faced by the subjects of the research – the Lahu people. Hence, the left behind 
literature informs this research about the underlying currents, otherwise unseen, of the 
tensions and struggles faced by the left behind parents. The focus of this thesis is not 
on the vulnerable and dependent but on the parents who are socially and economically 
active largely because much work has been done on the vulnerable and dependent. 
What is interesting however, is that the left behind parents who are socially and 
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economically active have often been left out in the migration literature. And it is in 
this knowledge that I have chosen to focus away from the vulnerable and dependent. 
 
2.4 Development, Remittances and the Left Behind 
Fuller et al’s. (1983) study on Northeastern Thailand questioned whether 
rural-urban migration is beneficial to areas of origins. They first considered the 
question of labour supplies in rural areas as a number of scholarly works have 
indicated that the idea of a surplus rural labour force was “largely a myth” (Fuller et 
al., 1983:15). This was based on studies in various areas of Asia, Africa and 
Melanesia (Bedford, 1981). Therefore they later asserted that a loss of labour in the 
rural areas will cause a reduction in the level of production which can be extremely 
disruptive to the left behind communities. This was supported by the fact that the few 
seasonal migrants actually restricted their absences to the slack periods of the 
agricultural year. Hence, the authors concluded that the migration from rural to urban 
areas for the left behind “has the effect of reducing labour availability within the 
villages of origin…[which] will inevitably compromise prospects for development 
within the village” (Fuller et al., 1983:16).  
 
However, in other literature about migration and remittances, there were an 
abundance of case studies showing the positive impacts of remittances overshadowing 
the negative impacts on the left behind communities, which Fuller et al. (1983) has 
not acknowledged in their research. Scholars such as Silvey and Elmhirst (2003) 
working in Indonesia showed that, “socio-spatial networks have facilitated access to 
employment, as well as access by rural households to cash” (Silvey and Elmhirst, 
2003:867). ‘Cash’ for the rural (or the left behind) household may take the form of 
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remittances. Mahler (1998) has also recorded that the left behind communities 
organized themselves into an association to facilitate the development work of their 
local communities by collecting funds directly from migrants. These issues will be 
discussed in the next few sections.  
 
2.4.1 Migration-Remittance and Developmental Impacts on the Left Behind 
Taylor (1999) highlighted two extremes in the understanding of migration-
and-remittance impacts. The first extreme can be characterized as the 
“developmentalist” extreme. In this vein, migration was part of a family’s strategy to 
raise the standard of living and income, and also generated funds to invest in the 
buying of land or any other activities that were not previously possible or which were 
constraint by the lack of funds. Consequently, a development dynamic will be set in 
motion at the left-behind village. At the other end of the spectrum – also known as the 
“migrant syndrome” or “Dutch disease” – it was argued that migration drained the 
areas of origin of their labour and capital. This self-perpetuating process (Massey et 
al., 1998) over time will result in the left-behind areas becoming “nurseries and 
nursing homes” (Taylor, 1999:64), areas specializing in the exportation of labour 
especially in supplying domestic and care workers. The reality lies somewhere in the 
middle between these two positions as will be further discussed in the later sections.  
 
The link between remittances and development is highly debatable according 
to Massey et al. (1998) and Taylor (1999). At the national and community levels, 
issues of brain drain affecting the left behind or place of origin in detrimental ways 
have been raised (Rahman, 2000; Castles and Miller, 2003; Nguyen et al., 2006; 
Hugo, 2005), “since it deprived them of scarce human resources required for 
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achieving economic and social progress” (Hugo 2005:98). In Cao’s (2007) study on 
China, he showed that the government has been trying to attract their ‘first-rate’ 
academics to return but has failed due to better opportunities abroad such as higher 
salaries, career prospects and education standards for their children. Especially in 
male out-migration in Indonesia, left behind communities and families lose potential 
leaders and economically active people (Hugo, 2002).  
 
Remittances can have unfavourable and non-altruistic outcomes for the left 
behind. Joly  (2000) in arguing for a more cross disciplinary approach to the study of 
migration highlighted the danger of remittances sent by migrants leading to a 
dependency syndrome (Dang, 2003) and the removal of land from cultivation due to 
left behind families buying over the land (for status) but lacked the labour to cultivate 
it. This resulted in an exacerbation of problems in the local rural communities. One of 
these problems was the problem of inequality brought about by market forces. Glytsos 
(2002) showed that in Mediterranean countries, the positive impacts of remittances 
can be negated due to its potential impacts on inflation, inducing rising demand with 
an unresponsive supply on consumption goods creating a situation that was highly 
unfavourable for the left behind reinforcing Skeldon’s (2002) argument that 
remittances can increase inequality.  
 
Remittances which were not invested for the long term can have negative 
impact rather than positive impacts on the communities. Jampaklay’s (2006:107) 
work on Thailand showed that not all remittances that the left behind receive go into 
funds for household maintenance such as children’s education and household 
expenses. Furthermore, although Nyberg-Sorensen et al. (2002) suggested that 
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remittances often provide the much-needed foreign exchange to developing countries 
and funds for family maintenance and household improvement, they were also used 
on “conspicuous” consumption resulting in tensions and worsening the position of the 
poorest. In their case study of rural Mexico, they also showed that parts of the 
remittances have been used for starting small commercial enterprises and small 
investments in agriculture. But the likelihood of remittances being used as an 
investment was largely dependent on the “continued involvement of migrants in their 
sending households and communities, the location of a community…and the local 
resources that village households can access” (Cohen and Rodriguez, 2005:61). 
Brachmann’s (1990) study on Sri Lankan housemaids in the Middle-East noted that 
the remittances used by the left behind was not invested into things or activities that 
were of lasting value except in matters relating to the building or repairing of houses. 
These case studies showed that although remittances were often viewed as sources of 
income with potentially positive impacts, it was often inconsequential in generating 
employment in the short term and may not have lasting economic returns in the long 
run. 
 
The left behind members were usually the wealthier families in the village and 
remittances which end up in these families have little impact on the poorer families in 
the community. The initial resources (monetary and networks) required (Skeldon, 
1997, 2002) to send a member of the family out already prevents the poorer families 
to use migration as a way to escape poverty. Remittances then may not necessarily 
prove to be a solution to help alleviate poverty amongst the extremely poor.  
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But the literature has increasingly shown positive aspects of migration and 
remittances as well. Out-migration at the place of origin may not always be negative 
as it may help to alleviate the situation where there is an oversupply of labour in the 
rural areas or in the country. Remittances may also contribute to economic 
development in the country and sustain and/or rebuild crisis laden communities 
(Nyberg-Sorensen et al., 2002b; Olesen, 2002; Qian, 2003; Hugo, 2005). Therefore, 
as Taylor (1997) argued, positive impacts on the sending state or left behind 
communities were possible if there was an adequate growth oriented development 
policy amongst other factors. 
 
Rahman and Yeoh (2006) distinguished the differences in remittances – 
family, collective or entrepreneurial – each having a different impact on the left 
behind (see Goldring, 2004). Family remittances were used for the daily consumption 
in the families and its impacts were short term; collective remittances are community-
based and has short to long term impact as the remittances were used for example in 
the community for infrastructural developments; while remittances committed to 
entrepreneurial use have a long term impact as there could be employment and 
income generation for the community as a whole. A range of studies showed that 
remittances received by migrant family members may lead to alleviation of poverty, 
improvement in the left behind’s standard of living and “constitute a valuable 
economic contribution” (Pflegerl et al., 2003:19) as well as social development 
(Brachmann, 1990; Mahmood, 1992; Smith, 1995; Goldring, 1996; Russell, 1997; 
Goldring, 1998; Smith, 1998; Sofranko and Idris, 1999; Qian, 2003; Maas, 2005; 
Cliggett, 2005; Yamanaka, 2005; Jampaklay, 2006). Qian (2003) studied a range of 
issues such as how family ties and level of income affects the amount that was 
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remitted back to the left behind in China. Some of the uses of remittances included 
purchasing basic necessities, land, building materials for house improvements, and 
luxury goods for the development of the left behind’s communities and families.  
 
Another area where remittances were often channelled was for reconstruction 
and rebuilding of lives after conflicts. Nyberg-Sorensen et al. (2002a) has shown that 
considerable amount of work on remittances has looked at two effects on the left 
behind during and after conflict. Remittances from overseas helped to tide the left 
behind family and community survive during conflict. Investments of these 
remittances may lead to the facilitation and accumulation or repair of social capital 
which would later be drawn into reconstruction and development, as seen in Sri Lanka 
(Van Hear, 2001). Collier (2000) and Anderson (1999) provided a contrasting 
perspective by showing that these remittances could lead to providing support for 
armed conflict. Exploring the effects of how remittances can encourage post-conflict 
reconstruction has recently begun (de Montclos, 2001 in Nyberg-Sorensen et al., 
2002a; Van Hear, 2000). Koser (2002 in Nyberg-Sorensen, 2002a) has shown that 
remittances are potentially powerful resources for reconstruction in post-conflict 
sending communities. These case studies reflect the potential of remittances in 
rebuilding communities badly affected by disasters such as an armed conflict. 
 
 The developmental effects of remittances are great as these are often seen in 
changes to the material landscapes. New houses, modern electrical appliances and 
other luxuries which are considered expensive and limited to a small group of people 
who can afford is made available amongst the Lahu people largely because of 
remittances. Lifestyles are changed in the research area because of conveniences 
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brought about by the increased purchasing power from remittances. The literature on 
developmental effects of remittances thus provide a framework to the thesis. 
 
2.5 Conclusion  
This conclusion highlights the gaps in the literature in three main areas 
pertinent to my research. First, in a Southeast Asian context, there was still a paucity 
of case studies written about Thailand. As mentioned above, there was a dominance 
of case studies on the left behind from the Philippines. This dominance has 
overshadowed other labour sending countries with its own diverse range of issues in 
this region, silencing the voices that should be heard by the academic community and 
the relevant authorities.  
 
Secondly, the ethnic minority groups have been largely left behind by 
migration scholars. For example, as an ethnic minority group living in the highlands 
of Northern Thailand, these people have been marginalized by the state in its 
development policies. Development policies usually focused on the general 
improvement of the Thais and in the urban areas. Being left behind economically by 
the state and given the increase of out-migration in the rural villages to take advantage 
of better opportunities in the urban areas, these ethnic minority groups were 
experiencing a downward spiral of their current state which may aggravate the 
economic plight of the rural villages of the highland peoples. Hence, developmentally 
and economically the minority groups have been left behind. Furthermore, they have 
been considered ‘second-class’ citizens by some of the Thais in the region as they are 
‘not-really’ Thais. Thus, these ethnic minority groups may be facing a double 
marginalization by the state and the majority population. It is precisely because of 
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their unique situation based on the issues mentioned above that more research should 
be conducted in this area to elucidate the intrinsic issues of significance to these 
ethnic minority groups. 
 
Thirdly, there was a lack in attention on left behind parents with migrant 
children. For instance, these situations can arise as rural children migrate to urban 
areas for educational purposes as the rural areas may not have the facilities for them. 
Left behind parents are not necessarily either elderly requiring close attention and 
personal care or in any economically dire condition; instead they are often 
economically active and physically and mentally able to contribute to the community 
and society. These left behind parents, unlike the vulnerable groups of young children 
and elderly, are still contributing to the translocal village economy and sustenance. 
Thus, there is a need to think about the left behind parents who are socio-
economically active as they confront different issues from those faced by vulnerable 
populations. 
 
Thus, in light of the growing interest in left behind families and communities 
and the literature gaps highlighted above, I have chosen to research on migration and 
left behind processes among the Lahu people of northern Thailand using ideas 
associated with the ‘translocal village’ as a conceptual framework.. An ethnic 
minority group among Thailand’s highland peoples, the Lahu as a distinct people 
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Northern Thailand is inhabited by a myriad of highland indigenous ethnic 
groups commonly referred to by the Thais as chao khao (literally translated as 
highland people). There are a total of 23 different ethnic groupings within the area 
(Bhruksasri, 1989). Of these 23 ethnic groupings, six of them, Karen, Mien (Yao), 
Hmong (Meo), Akha, Lahu, and Lisu, constitute the majority (Dearden, 1991). 
Migration has long been associated with the highland peoples and as Aguettant 
(1996:54) stated, “Migration has long been regarded as one of the distinct socio-
economic practices characterizing certain tribes”. Amongst these highland peoples, 
the Akha, Hmong, Lisu, Lahu and Yao are classified as migratory tribes (Aguettant, 
1996).  
 
Most of highland peoples “originally lived in the southern part of China and 
reached what is now Thailand in their southward migration” according to Toyota 
(1996:227). The population sizes of each of these groups vary. According to the 
Tribal Research Institute survey in 1995, the highland population was 694,720. 
Barlow (2004) estimated the Lahu population to be around 40,900 people while 
Toyota (1996) estimated the Akha population to be around 40,000 in the Chiang Rai 
province alone. However as Aguettant (1996) mentioned, these data about the 
highland peoples tend to be undercounted and should be used with circumspection. 
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Each one of the ethnic groupings has its own language, dress, religion and history 
which are different from the majority Thai culture in the lowlands. These minority 
cultures, however, are also undergoing change as they become increasingly linked to 
dominant economic and political systems of today’s modern world. 
 
In the first part of this chapter, I argue that movement has been an intrinsic 
way of life for the highland peoples in the northern part of Thailand and especially for 
the Lahu people. Four general aspects are discussed: the historical southward 
migration of the highland peoples; the present agricultural systems that they have 
adopted; the diversifying of their dependence on subsistence agriculture to a more 
cash based economy of ethnic tourism; and the forced displacement of these highland 
peoples. With a general understanding of the whole region and its issues, we are then 
better able to discuss the Lahu people. In the second section of the chapter, I will 
provide a brief introduction of the Lahu people who form the core of this research. 
Their culture and beliefs, and socio-economic activities will be discussed. Thereafter, 
I will introduce the villages that I have conducted my research in.  
 
3.2 Historical Southward Migration 
Historically, the Lahu people have been migrating southwards for many 
generations (Plate 3.1). Anthropologists count the Lahu amongst the Qiang people of 
China in the Qinghai-Tibetan Plateau. This was because in prehistoric times, the Lahu 
people’s ancestral lands were likely to be located on the northwestern peripheries of 
China. Lahu Shamans who guide and ‘show the way’ (Walker, 1995, 2003) to the 
souls of the dead from their homes to their ancestral land travel ‘northwards across 
range after range of snow-covered mountains, until finally they reach a huge expanse 
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of grass-covered, treeless plain’ (Walker, 2003:55). It is speculated that these snow-
covered mountains were the Himalayas. It is not known exactly when the Lahu people 
migrated into Thailand. These movements southwards are described (Walker, 2003) 
to be a movement out of force and circumstances such as wars, disputes within and 
without the tribe, and the search for arable land. According to Walker (2003), the first 




Figure 3.1 – Map of Lahu Southward Migration (source: Walker, 2003) 
 
 
Likewise, another highland group, the Hmong, migrated southwards from the 
basin of the Yang-tze River in China due to the expanding Han Chinese population 
(Mottin, 1980). They later settled in the Himalayan highlands and became part of the 
many other minority groups that lived and still now live in that area. Partially due to 
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opium growing (which requires it to be grown above 1000 metres above sea level for 
best results) in more recent times, the Hmong practised regular migration moving 
from a cultivable land that is relatively scarce in that region to another (Delang, 
2002). This brought them from China to the highland regions of Southeast Asia which 
includes Thailand.  
 
There are other more specific reasons for migration operating at least at the 
community level. Aguettant (1996) cited four sets of motivations for movement: “to 
look for new arable land”, “to accompany the head of the household”, “to follow 
government policy”, and “to be disturbed” which is to escape from warfare and the 
like (NSO Phayao, 1986). Some of these categories will be discussed below. 
 
3.3 Agricultural System 
Swidden agriculture and shifting cultivation are agricultural systems that 
characterized the livelihood of most of the highland peoples for centuries. Swidden 
agriculture uses the “slash-and-burn” farming method where plots of land are 
cultivated for a period of time then abandoned for another plot. Similar to swidden 
agriculture, shifting cultivation is a highly mobile form of agriculture where after the 
nutrients in the land have been exhausted, the shifting cultivators leave the land fallow 
for five to nine years and move onto another plot of land. This cycle is repeated again 
once the nutrients in this new plot of land have been exhausted. Thus, intrinsic to the 
highland peoples’ culture is the culture of movement derived from their highly mobile 
agricultural systems.  
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The tradition of shifting cultivation has declined in the last three decades 
(Aguettant, 1996) due to many reasons. To begin, the forest land area available to the 
highland peoples have decreased due to the expansion of logging activities by 
privately owned companies or through developmental strategies enforced by the 
government coupled with increasing population growth of the highland peoples with 
decreasing forest land available. For example, Delang (2002) who situated his 
research in a Hmong village has shown that the Thai government began promoting the 
colonization of the ‘uninhabited’ forested highlands to the private logging companies, 
agribusinesses and the landless farmers. Seeing that the level of deforestation was too 
damaging, it tasked the Royal Forestry Department to deal with the problem and a 
measure taken by the department included outlawing the highland peoples’ form of 
agriculture and displacing the highland peoples from their forests. As Delang (2002) 
has argued, it can be concluded that the Royal Forestry Department failed in finding a 
solution to the problem of deforestation. As the result of the impacts of displacement 
caused by the encroaching private loggers and state policies, the highland peoples 
have been forced out of their communal land to find alternatives to adapt to the 
changing situation.     
 
In addition, negative prejudices against this form of agricultural system deem 
it as detrimental and unsustainable for the environment (Dze, 2005; Laungaramsri, 
2001, 2005; Sturgeon, 2005) and the Thai government has squarely blamed and 
criminalized the highland peoples for it (Baker and Phongpaichit, 2005). This 
pejorative view by states is largely due to the lack of understanding of the highland 
peoples’ traditional land use systems (Chiengthong, 2003; Laungaramsri, 2005) vis-à-
vis the ‘scientific’ and ‘modern’ land use systems espoused by the ‘West’ which 
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forms the basis of the state’s understanding. Hence, land rights have been denied to 
the highland peoples because of this ‘crime’ (Baker and Phongpaichit, 2005). 
Therefore, in recent times, environmental and demographic ‘constraints’ and 
economic pressures have driven the highland peoples to change to a more sedentary 
form of agriculture (Keyes, 1987; Walker, 1995; Dze, 2005; Laungaramsri, 2005) 
which has indirectly caused a general deterioration of the highland people’s nutrition 
partly due to the invasion of cash cropping under market pressure according to 
Aguettant (1996). Specific to this research, the Lahu people at Santi village (one of 
my case study villages) faced a similar problem due to the establishment of the nearby 
Khun Chae National Park which resulted in all the families adopting a more sedentary 
form of agriculture (Plate 3.2). 
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However, not all the highland peoples have adopted this sedentary form of 
agricultural system. While there are groups of highland peoples, including the Lahu 
people (Walker, 1975), who continue with their mobile form of agriculture with a 
reduced land area and fallow period, some have moved to the urban areas to search 
for wage labour while others have entered the tourism industry and become 
increasingly dependent on the market economy. In later chapters, I will discuss the 
impacts of these movements to the urban areas on the translocal village in the case 




3.4 Ethnic Tourism in the Hills 
In Thailand, tourism is the largest earner of foreign exchange, one of the 
largest employers (excluding the agricultural sector) and a key stimulus to local 
economic development (Williamson and Hirsch, 1996). Tourism in this part of 
Thailand focuses mainly on the ethnic “hill tribes” and while there are clear economic 
advantages for the highland peoples, it is debatable whether ethnic tourism is 
designed to reap maximum benefits for the highland peoples. Dearden (1991), for 
example, showed that the economic effects on the highland peoples are rather 
substantial. He estimated that the gross income per year derived from receiving 
trekkers to the villages would be around two million US dollars and most of it would 
be profit. However, a substantial amount of this profit is being “captured by the 
trekking companies” (Dearden, 1996:211).  
 
Adopting tourism as a means of livelihood by the highland peoples is partially 
a result of the loss of land through the government’s conversion of ‘empty’ forest 
lands into national reserves and resettlement policies. These national reserves 
instituted by the state deprive the highland peoples of their agricultural and hunting 
lands as mentioned in the previous section. Tourism – for example, through the sale of 
handicrafts or providing shelter for the tourists – provides a stream of income from 
the cash economy in order to purchase food and other necessities from the market and 
to supplement their income.  This results in the movement of the highland peoples to 
the towns to participate in the tourism industry or transforms highland villages into 
‘tourist destinations’ and the highland people as guides for trekkers (see Dearden, 
1996 and Toyota, 1996) and other mass tourists. Santi village, for example, is a Lahu 
village which sits along the road leading to the Trekker’s Lodge about 10 kilometers 
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away. Some of the villagers like Ca Yon have built toilets and opened provision shops 
in the hope of tapping the tourist dollar. He said that during the peak season, there will 
be many groups of farang3 who would pass by the village on their way to the 
Trekker’s Lodge.  
 
From my observations whilst conducting fieldwork, the largest group of 
highland peoples selling their wares in the night bazaars of the urban areas such as 
Chiang Mai and Chiang Rai cities is the Akha people, although there is also a small 
community of Lahu people doing the same, according to Ca Sut4. Increased 
infrastructural development in recent years has facilitated access to the villages in the 
remote parts of the country for both the highland people and the tourists. These people 
have permanently moved to the urban centres or if their villages are located relatively 
close to the urban centres, they commute to and from the urban centres to sell 
handicrafts or perform traditional dances and rituals. Some of the younger and more 
entrepreneurial Akhas have become middlepersons in sourcing handicrafts from Akha 
villages around the region and selling them to handicraft stores in the urban centres 
and to other Akhas who sell these handicrafts at the markets. Similarly from 
observations in the field, a Lahu, Na Saeng who stays at Dok Daeng village earns 
additional income by making traditional Lahu bags and Lahu knick knacks for sale at 
the market in Chiang Mai and for tourists who pass by the village.  
 
3.5 Displacement of the Highland Peoples 
Prior to the implementation of political borders, the highland peoples moved 
around freely in the highlands of mainland Southeast Asia. However, with the 
                                                
3
 Farang in Thai, refers to foreigners in the country but it usually refers to Caucasians rather than 
Asians. 
4
 Ca Sut is one of the interviewees in the research. 
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creation of modern nation-states with defined political borders (see Winichakul, 1994, 
on the mapping of Thailand), these highland peoples have become a minority group in 
the nation-state and may be deemed ‘threats’ by the ruling government such as Burma 
(Rajaram and Grundy-Warr, 2004) to the “national geo-body” (after Winichakul, 
1994). Displaced by the ruling government (Tangseefa, 2006), these ethnic minority 
peoples often escape across the political border to become ‘refugees’ in neighbouring 
countries. Thailand, and in particular, Northern Thailand has been the recipient of 
large numbers of such ‘refugees’. It is important to note that the 1965 Nationality Act 
states that highland children born in Thailand have the right to Thai nationality 
(Rathanakhon, 1978) as long as their parents are Thai nationals (Hoare, 1992) and 
though the Ministry of Interior has a directive to register the highland peoples as Thai 
citizens, it “does not include ethnic minority groups which during this time entered 
Thailand as refugees or displaced persons” (Aguettant, 1996:62).  
 
The drawing or demarcation of political boundary lines has displaced highland 
people groups such as the Karen from the centre into the peripheries of the nation-
states of Thailand and Burma. Due to the privileging of the dominant people group 
and Burmese dictatorship’s policy on forceful assimilation (Grundy-Warr, 1993), the 
Karens have been forcibly displaced from their homeland. The Karen’s voices have 
been one of silence in these nation-states and they have become unqualified political 
subjects. Tangseefa (2006:411) posited that,  
As unqualified political subjects, the Karens have been excluded from 
statist forms of politics. Their histories and memories have been 
discounted, and their voices, bodies, and actions have been made 
imperceptible. Moreover, their enunciations and demonstrations are 
not intelligible because they do not comply with the juridical grammar 
of the nation-state.  
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Thus, the Burmese military treats them as insignificant beings and have been 
constantly purging them out of their homeland. These Karens have been escaping 
across the borders into the northern and western regions of Thailand and have become 
refugees living in “temporary shelter areas” provided by the state. Furthermore, as 
Rajaram and Grundy-Warr (2004) have argued that these highland peoples who cross 
the highly porous borders are in great positions of vulnerability and are “often highly 
exploited sweatshop workers, construction site workers, seasonal migrant labour, bar 
girls, and prostitutes” (Rajaram and Grundy-Warr, 2004:23). And these highland 
peoples are usually state-less and without any form of identification. The Thai 
government through state agencies and the military have been trying to “cleanse the 
Thai sovereign body” (Rajaram and Grundy-Warr, 2004:24) of these “illegal aliens”. 
Migration has become more difficult as “national boundaries become more 
observable” (Aguettant, 1996:55) between Thailand and Burma.  
 
The issue of forced displacement does have some relation to the context of my 
research. At Dok Daeng village, for example, while tracing the migration history of 
the family of one of my interviewees, I was brought by my interviewee’s son-in-law, 
Ca Hkui, to his parent’s village in the Mae Tam district. There, I talked to three 
families and all three families either had parents (and they were a part of the group 
which moved) or grandparents who were displaced from Burma. Reasons mentioned 
for moving from their original homes included the extremely bad socio-economic 
conditions (e.g. very poor) as well as fear of becoming embroiled in military conflict 
(e.g. news of Burmese soldiers fighting nearby). Although these families were not 
directly affected by the Burmese military and the fighting, it still had an effect on their 
decision to move. 
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3.6 The Lahu People 
 The Lahu people belong to a highland group that has been dispersed 
throughout the highland regions of Thailand, Laos, Burma (or Myanmar), and Yunnan 
province in China (Plate 3.3). Within this highland group, there are many subgroups 
which are mostly categorized by ‘colour’ and their own subgroup Lahu dialects. The 
four main subgroups of the Lahu are the Lahu Na (Black Lahu), Lahu Nyi (Red 
Lahu), Lahu Shi (Yellow Lahu) and the Sheh-Leh Lahu. One visible differentiation of 
each of the subgroups can be seen in the material culture of their traditional 
wear/costume. Different coloured stripes on their embroidered traditional 
wear/costume signify the identity of the subgroup. For example, the Lahu Nyi will 
have red coloured stripes or accents on their traditional wear/costume. Within each 
subgroup of the Lahu people, there are differing traits which identify that particular 
subgroup. However, I have selected portions from each group which can be 
generalized for discussion purposes in this research for this large and complex 
highland indigenous group. 
 
In Thailand, there are two major divides based on dialectical differences. The 
divides are between the Lahu Na and the Lahu Shi as these two dialects are 
“linguistically very divergent, which suggests a split of these two sub-groups at a 
relatively early date” (Nishimoto, 2003:116). However, the dialect of the Lahu Na is 
widely used and understood as the lingua franca of the Lahu people with the two 
major differences above. In this vast region, Walker (1995) estimated that there are 
more than 615,000 people who claim to be Lahu. Nishimoto (2003) asserted that 
nearly all Lahu Na in Thailand today are Christians and most of whom were either 
immigrants or descendants of immigrants from Burma. 
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Lahu in reality means “to hunt and eat tigers and leopards” (Shrock et al., 
1970:359). ‘La’ the first syllable of the word means ‘tiger’ in the language. A term 
which the Thais and Burmese give to the Lahu is Mussur which means ‘hunter’ and is 
a reflection of the fact that these “people…set much store by prowess in the hunt” 
(Walker, 1975:112). However, in recent times, the term Mussur is a derogatory and 
offensive term (Ca Run, personal communication). Nevertheless, game hunting 
supplements the food diet of these swidden-based Lahu communities.  
 
Nishimoto (2003) has highlighted that the relatively higher autonomy of the 
Lahu has been reduced in recent decades because of the scarcity of cultivable land and 
the extension of stricter controls on the part of lowland governments to the hill areas. 
Population growth within the village communities and governmental policies have 
placed great pressure and restrictions on their traditional swidden agriculture. In 
recent years, however, due to the reasons mentioned above, the Lahu have likewise, 
switched to a more sedentary form of agriculture.   
 
 Traditionally, the Lahu prefer to live above the elevation of 1,200 metres but 
most have moved to lower elevations in recent times. Other than swidden cultivation, 
their primary economic activities include tending livestock, hunting and gathering 
from forests around their villages. Crops such as dry rice or mountain rice are grown 
along with maize, millets, buckwheat, and beans. Dry rice is their main subsistence 
crop. Nowadays, due to the impact of market forces and the relative poverty in the 
villages, increasing numbers of men commute to the urban areas to work leaving the 
women and children (in some cases) to tend the farms. 
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 There is no doubt that modernization has made in-roads into the highlands. 
Village life is now much more inter-linked with the ‘outside’ world partially due to 
population registration conducted by government agencies and development 
initiatives implemented by the Thai King, the government (Aguettant, 1996), as well 
as non-governmental organizations (Baker and Phongpaichit, 2005). Today, most of 
the Lahu children have the opportunity to attend local schools which use Thai as the 
language medium in their village or nearby villages as the government has built 
schools in the highlands (Baker and Phongpaichit, 2005). Electricity from the national 
grid has reached some of the villages while others may rely on solar panels sponsored 
by the Thai Royal Project initiated by the King as I have observed in some of the 
Lahu villages in Thailand. The media and other forms of modern external influences 
have also infiltrated the villages educating the Lahu people in the ‘Thai way’ (Baker 
and Phongpaichit, 2005). In hoping to improve their lives socio-economically, some 
of the younger Lahu have decided to leave their parents, and their home village to 
pursue daily waged jobs in the nearby urban areas. 
 
3.7 Research Areas 
 For the purposes of the research, I have selected four Lahu villages that are 
located along the Chiang Mai-Chiang Rai Highway which is formally known as 
Highway 118 (Plate 3.4). This highway is a major arterial road linking the two 
northern cities together. Two villages are located relatively near to the city centre of 
Chiang Mai while the other two villages, Santi Village and Phayakorngdee Village 








3.7.1 Santi Village 
Santi village (Plate 3.5 and 3.6) is a relatively new village of about 12 years 
old that was a product of the abovementioned NSO category of “accompanying the 
head of the household”. According to the present Santi village headman, Ca Hkeh, 
there was an argument that occurred between the village head of his previous village 
and him. There were irreconcilable differences between them so they (Ca Hkeh’s 
household and his relatives) decided to move to their present location slightly off the 
Chiang Mai-Chiang Rai highway and plant a new village. Over the years, others have 
Inset B 
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moved to this present location from other villages both for similar reasons as Ca 
Hkeh’s and also because of the village’s proximity to Chiang Mai city, hence making 
urban amenities and services accessible without the need to sacrifice much of their 
present highland way of life.  
 




This village has about 26 Lahu households and one Thai household. 23 
households are Lahu Nyi while the remaining two households are Lahu Na. A 
majority of the village community is below the age of 30 years. The general village 
populace is illiterate except for a fortunate handful who had primary school education, 
and the young adults and children who have had the opportunity to study at the nearby 
school which offers primary and secondary education.  
 
Santi village’s main economic activities include growing dry rice, maize, red 
kidney beans, rearing cattle and pigs, and trade. The previous year’s harvest varied 
across different households. The highest income from the harvest was estimated to be 
around 100,000 baht while the average was around 50,000 baht. During the lull 
periods (i.e. outside planting and harvesting seasons) some of the villagers look for 
job opportunities for example, ad-hoc jobs provided by the government to stop the 
spread of forest fires during the dry season. However, these are low paying jobs.  
 
A majority of them are professed Christians while the others are Buddhists or 
Spirit worshippers (the Lahu religion). In the initial years of the Christian missionary 
activities, Christianity did not make inroads into the lives of the villagers. A Christian 
pastor was sent to stay and work with the village. It was only about a couple of years 
later after the pastor moved into the village that a ‘breakthrough’ occurred and when 
the missionary team from Singapore in partnership with the pastor built a water tank 
for the village that the villagers converted. While some welcomed the advent of 
Christianity in the village, the Buddhists or Spirit worshippers kept their distance and 
continued to practice their religion apart from the majority of Christians (Tan, 2006). 
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This group continues to celebrate religious occasions apart from the Christian 
majority.  
 
Coincidentally, with the arrival of Christianity, the socio-economic condition 
of the village has improved dramatically (Tan, 2006). Handicraft projects such as 
making red packets for Chinese New Year were initiated by a Christian-linked 
organisation to provide additional income from the sale of these handicraft items to 
Singapore. These additional income averages out to about 2000-4000 baht per 
household in a year from the handicraft projects. In general, the village is poor as the 
village is still largely an agricultural community despite additional income from non-
agricultural activities.  
 
Christian missionaries have “brought in train increasing exposure to 
discourses of modernization, where ‘people’s desires and aspirations, for themselves 
and their children, are framed in terms of modernization. Importantly, failure is 
expressed in terms of “missing out” on development’ (Rigg, 2003:329)” (Tan, 
2006:64). Modernization and models of economic development associated with 
Christianity emphasized “improved access to public amenities, which in turn could 
lead to increased earning opportunities, and higher family incomes and living 
standards” (Booth, 1995:109 cited in Rigg, 2003:329). Conversion to Christianity thus 
could be an attractive factor due to the perceived benefits of modernization and 
economic development associated with Christianity5. 
                                                
5
 There are other debates about the impacts of the spread of Christianity, and indeed other religious 
missions within the highlands of mainland Southeast Asia. For example, Corlin (2000) commented that 
Theravada Buddhism was not as successful in their conversion efforts as compared to Christianity as it 
was linked with state power and Thai majority’s value system as a whole. Adopting Buddhism would 
mean assimilating to the Thai majority. While Christianity was associated with the riches of the West, 
it provided an alternative to the majority culture, and some of its tenets were fundamentally in tune 
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Electricity through the national grid was recently extended to the village about 
three years ago. This introduction of electricity has recently caused a stir in the village 
as wealthier households begin purchasing electrical appliances such as televisions and 
hi-fi stereo sets. While there may be some measure of envy within the village, those 
households without these appliances would visit those who have and to a certain 
degree share the electrical appliance.  
 
Santi Village does not exist in isolation from the rest of the world. Being the 
first village in a series of other Lahu, Thai, and other highland people villages along 
the road off the highway, tourists would pass by Santi Village first before heading to a 
relatively popular tourist lodge about 14 kilometres down the road. Not far from Santi 
Village, along the highway, tour buses would stopover on their way to Chiang Rai at a 
tourist trap where tourists can buy souvenirs and other items. This is also a place 




                                                                                                                                        
with highland culture. Platz (2003) also wrote about the government using Buddhism in the highlands 
as a tool for assimilation and integration. Hayami (1996 and 1997) noted that the ritual order conducted 
by the ritual leader who used to mediate between the guardian spirit and community to maintain 
fertility of the surrounding forests were left undone partly because of conversions to Buddhism or 
Christianity.  
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Plate 3.6 – ‘Main’ Road of Santi Village (source: Author’s own collection) 
 
 
3.7.2 Phayakorngdee village 
 Nestled in a narrow river valley and along its surrounding slopes, 
Phayakorngdee village seems rather isolated (Plate 3.7 and 3.8). Traveling into the 
village from the highway takes about a full hour on the dirt tracks leading into the 
village. During the rainy season, only four-wheel drive vehicles are able to traverse 
through the muddy tracks. Perhaps it is precisely the inaccessibility of this village that 
the 80 or so Lahu households are reluctant to move out of the village.  
 
 Demographically, Phayakorngdee village’s populace is below the age of 40 
years old unlike Santi Village. This is possibly due to the village being an older and 
mature one. Some of the elders in the village have mentioned that the village has been 
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in its present location for many years but the perimeters of the village have been 
expanding. According to Ca Nart who is the pastor of this village, the majority of the 
Lahu people here are Lahu Nyi while the rest are Lahu Na, Thai, and belong to other 
highland groups.  
 
A large majority of this village is involved in agricultural activities. The main 
agricultural crops observable around the village are dry rice and maize. Other forms 
of subsistence include the rearing of chicken, cattle, pigs, and small scale vegetable 
plots that dot the cropland around the village. The rest who are not involved in 
agricultural activities are either working at the nearby school as canteen operators and 
stall holders, or commuting to the nearby town, located at the intersection between the 
road to the village and the highway, to sell their farm products at the market or for 
waged labour in the construction industry. Unlike Santi village, the villagers of 
Phayakorngdee village have to travel a greater distance to the market to sell their 
produce. 
 
Electricity and running water in Phayakorngdee village has been in place 
earlier than Santi Village. The national grid extended its reach into the heart of the 
village to supply electricity mainly to the school which is located nearby to the 
village. The most recent addition to the running water network was added five years 
ago which contributed to alleviating the occasional lack of water pressure at the lower 
half of the village during peak hours of the day. Not all households have access to 
electricity and water directly wired or piped in their homes. These households are 
poorer and are unable to afford such basic amenities. They obtain water from the 
common taps located in the centre of a cluster of houses. 
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Figure 3.7 - Inset B: Location of Phayakorngdee Village (source: PN Map, 2006) 
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Phayakorngdee village is the centre of a larger network of villages in the 
vicinity. Due to its locality and position as an administrative centre, a full school 
comprising of primary and secondary education, provides the children in the vicinity 
up to the nine years of schooling. Occasionally, there are teachers who visit the 
village about once in two or three months to conduct “Adult Classes” for those who 
want to continue school and work in the farms beyond the nine years of schooling. A 
Thai official who is responsible for the vicinity resides in this village as well, 
signifying the village’s central position in the vicinity. For the everyday villager, they 
do not experience the larger interactions with the people outside of the village. 
 
Interestingly enough, the Lahu temple shaman is also seen as the overall 
authority in matters related to the Lahu religion in the area. When the local village 
shaman is unable to guide the villagers or advise them as to how to deal with their 
predicaments, they approach Phayakorngdee village’s shaman. The majority of the 
villagers here subscribe to the Lahu religion or spirit worship but there is a group of 
professed Christians (and the presence of a church) and a handful of Buddhists under 
the guidance of a Thai monk. Similar to Santi Village, a Christian pastor moved into 
the village prior to the construction of a church in the village. However, the Christians 
being the minority in the village, do not occupy the ‘village square’ to conduct their 
religious activities unlike Santi village (Tan, 2006). The Lahu religion continues to 
control these public spaces in the village.  
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Plate 3.8 – Phayakorngdee Village (source: Author’s own collection) 
 
 
3.7.3 Pathuniwet and Dok Daeng villages 
 Pathuniwet village is located about 15 kilometres from Chiang Mai city in the 
Doi Saket district (Plate 3.4). Similar to the previous two villages above, it is located 
at the start of the Chiang Mai-Chiang Rai highway. This is a large village as 
compared to the previous two villages and has a large pond in the middle of the 
village (Plate 3.9). It is estimated that there are over two hundred households in this 
village and most of which are poor (Ca Sut, personal communication)6. Due to its 
proximity to Chiang Mai city, this village is seen as the village that is near enough to 
the city centre for daily commuting to the markets, companies, schools, and daily 
waged labour while maintaining their village lifestyle. Unlike the previous two 
                                                
6
 I was unable to obtain more accurate data for these two villages as they were too large to survey and 
official figures were extremely difficult to obtain.  
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villages mentioned above, this village has a higher mixture of Lahu, Thai and other 
highland peoples living together. The main town area and market of Doi Saket are 
located near this village.  
 
Plate 3.9 – Pathuniwet Village (source: Author’s own collection) 
 
 
A neighbouring village to Pathuniwet village, Dok Daeng village is, in 
essence, very similar to and serves the same purpose as Pathuniwet village for most of 
the highland people residing there. This village is smaller and located slightly deeper 
into the highlands as compared to Pathuniwet village (Plate 3.10). There are over a 
hundred households with a majority of them being Lahu. Most of the villagers are 
involved in agricultural activities and other occupations in the city, very much alike to 
Pathuniwet village which will be elaborated below. According to Ca Sut, the majority 
of the Lahu here are Christians due to the presence of a Christian organization called 
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the Pentecostal Assembly of Tribes (PAOT). This organization proselytizes mainly to 
the Lahu people within this village, its surrounding villages and in the highlands of 
the northern region. PAOT has had a strong presence in the village and most of its 
religious activities and celebrations are attended by its fellow villagers and people 
from surrounding villages.  
 
Plate 3.10 - Dok Daeng Village (source: Author’s own collection) 
 
 
Socio-economically, these two villages are involved in a wide range of 
activities. There are people who work in the city, as construction workers, tending 
fruit gardens and livestock, as well as managing small businesses selling daily 
necessities and food. Similar to the previous two villages, the main agricultural crops 
grown are dry rice and maize as well as wet padi rice cultivation. These are either 
kept for their consumption or sold at the markets in Chiang Mai city or Doi Saket. 
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From the casual conversations and interviews which I had conducted, these people are 
generally better off economically than Santi and Phayakorngdee villages. Most 
households are able to afford television sets and a handful of households have 
refrigerators in their homes. As they are located nearer to the urban centres, electricity 
is easily available from the national grid. Water is piped from springs from the 
surrounding areas for Dok Daeng village and during peak hours of the day, water 
supply may be infrequent. Pathuniwet village, in contrast, does not face this problem 
as they are located closer to the urban centres and water is provided by the utilities 
company. Most households from Pathuniwet and Dok Daeng villages travel to Chiang 
Mai city at least once in two or three months, and to the suburban town of Doi Saket 
at least once a month unlike the two villages described earlier. 
 
School going children mostly attend the two schools, one for primary and one 
for secondary school education, located in between Dok Daeng village and 
Pathuniwet village. Those children who choose to pursue higher education beyond 
secondary school would move to a hostel in the suburban area of Chiang Mai. 
According to some of my interviewees from Pathuniwet village, their children usually 
return to the village during their holidays and sometimes on weekends. Most of the 
people here in Pathuniwet village are Buddhists with a small population of Christians. 
Pathuniwet village unlike the other three villages does not have a church for their 







In conclusion, this chapter has provided a brief background of the region. The 
four aspects of the highland peoples discussed above have shown that movement is a 
part of life. Historically over the centuries, the highland peoples originated from 
China and Central Asia and have been migrating southwards into Northern Thailand. 
Perhaps their movement into the cities is part of a larger general migration at this 
point in time in this region. Agricultural systems that these highland peoples have 
adopted are highly mobile. As a result of this mobility, there is a culture of movement 
that has developed over the years. The growth of ethnic tourism amongst the highland 
peoples in more recent times is a result of pressures from the decreasing forest land 
available to them for cultivation and a need to supplement their income. This causes 
them to move to the urban centres either permanently or temporarily by commuting 
between their village and the urban centres to sell their handicraft and their culture. 
The last section deals with the forced displacement of the highland peoples from 
neighbouring Burma into northern Thailand. Movement in this case is the result of the 
drawing of political boundaries and the purging of highland groups by the state. I 
have also attempted to relate these issues facing the highland people groups to my 
research areas so that a correlation between the issues faced by the highland people 
groups in general and my case study villages of the Lahu people may be traced. 
 
 The second section of this chapter introduces the Lahu people and the research 
areas. The Lahu people are a group of highland peoples that have been understood as 
a migratory group by the NSO. Most of the Lahu people are engaged in agricultural 
activities while others have moved to the towns and cities to work. Thus, these 
villages which have been selected for the research are situated along and accessed via 
 65
the Chiang Mai-Chiang Rai Highway 118. Public transport in the form of buses and 
song thiew ply this highway to and from Chiang Mai which provide the villagers with 
arterial access to the towns and cities. Furthermore, I have briefly introduced the 
research areas and the general demographics of the villages. I have also raised some 
issues concerning the people’s migratory patterns and will be discussing some of them 
























 Like most studies, this research began with a review of the academic literature 
and documentary sources to provide conceptual and empirical background materials. 
The key research strategy used in garnering primary data however is by being 
thoroughly immersed in the field. Contrary to what Katz (1994:69) wrote over a 
decade ago that “in geography ethnographic fieldwork has never been central”, the 
discipline has now moved to more fully embrace ethnographic fieldwork. As will be 
discussed, ethnographic fieldwork or elements of contemporary anthropological 
fieldwork (Geertz, 1988; Limb and Dwyer, 2001; Chacko, 2004) were used in this 
research to garner the information. This is followed in the later part of the chapter by 
a discussion of the limitations of fieldwork and a brief discussion on issues relating to 
my positionality in conducting the fieldwork.  
 
4.2 Ethnographic Methods  
 I have been personally involved in the lives of the Lahu villagers in the 
research area for about six years now. Prior to the current research, I conducted 
research for an Honours Thesis based at Santi and Phayakorngdee villages. Over the 
years, I have also visited and stayed in the villages on numerous occasions as part of a 
Singapore church team involved in community development projects and planting 
indigenous churches in the respective areas. For the current research, I also stayed in 
the field for an extended period of nearly two months. Nagar (2003:358) in her own 
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work emphasized the importance of ‘building collaborative relationships’ with those 
who are our research subjects while Nast (1994) wrote about establishing trust and 
rapport with interviewees. This is accomplished by staying in the village, eating with 
them, and spending time with the local villagers to build up relationships not only 
between a researcher and my research subjects, but as friends who would continue the 
relationship beyond the thesis and the academy. I participated and observed, on 
several locations, their daily routines and activities such as planting, cooking, 
cleaning, working in the fields, etc. All these were done in hope of gaining a greater 
trust and acceptance in the community and to allow me to elicit responses and gain 
insights from everyday settings and conversations with the villagers. 
 
 The main ethnographic methods used during the course of the research were 
semi-structured interviews and focus group interviews. This qualitative form of 
enquiry is most appropriate in the village environment as the community is a close 
knit one where a person’s house is open to the rest of the community. If there were 
any activities occurring at a villager’s house, the rest of the community is free to drop 
by and join in the activity. This was no different with the interviews I conducted. As 
soon as the semi-structured interviews started, some family members and neighbours 
of the interviewee may join in the conversation, and in some cases, this proved to be 
rather helpful and enhanced the whole process of enquiry by encouraging and 
reminding the interviewees about certain events that happened in the past. Much of 
the data that I collected were also the result of informal sessions and conversations 
with some of the community or ‘guests’ that joined in who later became my 
interviewees as well. Most of the interviews were conducted on the porch of the 
interviewee’s houses as they felt most comfortable there and invited me to join them 
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where they were seated while at the same time, they were able to keep an eye on their 
grandchildren or children who were under their charge. An interview guide or an aide 
memoire was used to provide a broad structure to the interview, although this did not 
stop the conversation from ranging freely over topics related to the main questions 
and other non-related questions.  
 
 A total of 27 interviews were obtained at the research sites who were the left 
behind parents. Interviews were also conducted with people who are not my primary 
interviewees (e.g. left behind parents) but who were equally important to the research 
– A total of 13 interviews were conducted. Generally, my interviewees were able-
bodied adults with the youngest parent at the age of 31 years old and the oldest around 
the age of 75 years old. This was because I had wanted to include parents of children 
who were attending school and adult children who are able to work and earn a living 
on their own and the parents of those whose children are working are generally older 
in age. A breakdown of the interviewees’ ages, occupations, and the number of 
migrant children in their families is shown in Table 4.1. These parents are also 
currently working and economically independent, with a large majority working in the 
agricultural sector (includes selling their crops in the market) while others are 
working in the area of selling and making traditional handicraft products.  
 
The distribution of the migrant children’s activities in the urban centres is 
shown in Table 4.2. These migrant children are categorised into Phor7 1-6, Mor8 1-3, 
                                                
7
 Phor is a Thai word for the equivalent of Primary education in Singapore. The typical age range 
between six years old to 12 years old. 
8
 Mor is a Thai word for the equivalent of Secondary education (Mor 1-3) and Junior College education 
(Mor  4-6) in Singapore. Typical age range for Mor 1-3 is 13 to 15 years old; and Mor 4-6 is 16 to 18 
years old. 
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Mor 4-6, Tertiary education9 and Work. There are a total of 48 migrant children 
amongst the 27 interviewees. 59% of the migrant children are involved in work 
related activities such as teaching, selling noodles and in other construction and sales 
related industries in the urban centres. The remaining percentage of migrant children 
are schooling with the largest percentage of 25% in tertiary institutions, 6% each in 
Phor 1-6 and Mor 1-3, and 4% in Mor 4-6.  
                                                
9
 Tertiary education refers to higher education. For example, universities, polytechnics, etc. The age 
range between 19 to 25 years old. 
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Table 4.1 - Profile of Interviewees 
 
Primary Interviewees (Left Behind Community) 
 






Ca Hkeh 52+ M Santi Village Village Head, 
Farmer, Trader 
2 
Ca Suh 52 M Santi Village Pastor, Farmer 4 
Ca Hah 75+ M Santi Village Village elder, 
Farmer 
2 




Na Lor 75 F Santi Village Farmer, 
Handicraft 
2 
Na Ti 39 F Santi Village Farmer, 
Handicraft 
1 
Ca Kha 47 M Phayakorngdee 
Village 
Farmer 1 















Ca Lah 46 M Phayakorngdee 
Village 
Farmer 2 
Na Kum 43 F Dok Daeng Village Farmer 2 
Ca Chai 41 M Dok Daeng Village Farmer, Trader 2 
Na Yeh 47 F Dok Daeng Village Handicraft, 
Farmer 
2 
Na she 60 F Dok Daeng Village Farmer 2 
Na Noi 44 F Dok Daeng Village Farmer 2 








Na Leet* (Wife) 45 F Dok Daeng Village Farmer, 
Housewife 
* 
Ca Sak* (Son) 20 M Dok Daeng Village Student, 
Farmer 
* 
Ca Nai 50 M Dok Daeng Village Farmer, Trader 1 
Ca Jah* 42 M Pathuniwet Village Farmer 2 
Na Khor* (Wife) 41 F Pathuniwet Village Housewife, 
Farmer 
* 




Ca Heng 59 M Pathuniwet Village Farmer, 4 
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Caretaker 




Na Ma 65+ F Pathuniwet Village Farmer, 
Caretaker 
3 
Secondary Interviewees (Others) 
 
Pseudonym Age Gender Ethnicity Occupations 
Ca Run 30 M Lahu Farmer 
Ca Sut 36 M Lahu Pastor, Farmer, Teacher  
Ca Hkui 32 M Lahu Pastor, Driver, Farmer 
Ca Sor 22 M Lahu Tertiary Student 
Ca Mo 21 M Lahu Tertiary Student 
Ca Ti 20 M Lahu Tertiary Student 
Ca Yon 24 M Lahu Student, Farmer 
Na Saeng 32 F Lahu Teacher, Handicraft, 
Housewife 
Na Nan 33 F Lahu Teacher, Handicraft, 
Housewife 
Ajarn Pun 27 F Thai  Teacher 
Ajarn Som 27 M Thai  Teacher 
Ajarn Nai 46 F Thai  Teacher 













P1-6 M1-3 M4-6 Tertiary Work
Activities in Urban Centres
No of Children (n=48)
 
No of Children (n=48), 
6%
No of Children (n=48), 
6%
No of Children (n=48), 
4%
No of Children (n=48), 
25%
No of Children (n=48), 
59%
P1-6 M1-3 M4-6 Tertiary Work
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Pseudonyms are used throughout this thesis to protect the identities of the 
interviewees. These are summarized in the table below (Table 4.1). In general, the 
prefix ‘Ca’ and ‘Na’ that are used in a Lahu name shows that they are men and 
women respectively. Some of the interviews were conducted in English with the 
translator while others were conducted in the Thai language directly with my 
interviewees. If the Thai language was not understood by the interviewees, it was then 
translated into the Lahu language through the translator. Therefore in the transcripts, 
they were recorded verbatim as the translator spoke.  For a handful who was able to 
converse using the Thai language, the interviews were conducted purely in Thai and 
were then translated by myself into English. By establishing some preliminary 
contacts (from my previous research) and contacts introduced by my translator, we 
used a snowballing sampling method to establish links with others. 
  
Another ethnographic method which I adopted was participant observation. 
Evans (1988) argued for the wider adoption of participant observation as it has the 
ability to integrate the researcher into the everyday lives of the interviewees, thereby 
putting them at ease during the course of the research. As Mandel (2003:208) rightly 
said, “Irrespective of the specific methods used, fieldwork encompasses an entire 
social system. Understanding and fitting into that system, therefore, is at least as 
important as developing rapport and trust with the people with whom we plan to work 
directly.” I lived with a handful of my interviewees over a period of between three to 
10 days. I immersed myself into the stream of daily household chores while 
intentionally avoiding hard manual labour such as farming to prevent “research 
exhaustion/fatigue” as Mandel (2003) had cautioned in his own work. This may seem 
rather disruptive to the lives of my interviewees but as England (1994:85) has 
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justified, “Fieldwork is inherently confrontational in that it is the purposeful 
disruption of other people’s lives”, purposeful disruption in giving them voice to their 
often silenced voices. The main objective was not to scrutinize the way my 
interviewees lived and go about in their daily lives but rather to understand the 
internal dynamics of family relations and how it is like to live without a family 
member who is away from home.  
 
In these less structured settings living with my interviewees, I was better able 
to understand the context of their responses. The interviewees were warm and 
friendly, willing to help in the work. The opportunity cost in the process of living with 
my interviewees over a period of time was the loss of detachment (Dowler, 2001; 
Bennett, 2003). Although this may arguably be considered as an ideal relationship 
with my interviewees, it nevertheless created some moral dilemmas within me which 
I had to grapple with at certain points in my research. Was I a friend or researcher 
when intimate details were revealed to me? Is it appropriate to include these details 
into the thesis? Regardless of the moral dilemmas I faced, it is through participant 
observation and being present in the time and space that the internal dynamics are 
teased out and the whole research process becomes more meaningful. 
 
4.3 Limitations of Methods Adopted 
“Western” and urban notions of privacy are practically non-existent in rural 
Thailand. Visitors and relatives drop in to visit without prior notice within the 
community. Some may help by prompting my interviewees about past events and 
experiences. Although this may be beneficial to the research because it provides 
another interviewee who may be able to contribute to the research, it may also be 
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detrimental to the research during the interview process. For example, during an 
interview, a neighbour of my interviewee dropped by for the evening. Instead of 
contributing to the interview, she distracted my interviewee and talked about other 
matters not pertaining to my research. Thinking it would end after a while, I allowed 
my interviewee to chat with her neighbour. This later proved to be disastrous for the 
whole interview as it made my interviewee cut short the interview as she had to go 
over to her neighbour’s house to settle some matters. I did not have another 
opportunity to meet up with her again as she later went to the town to find work. 
 
Even though my fluency in the Thai language has its merits in the field, my 
lack of conversational Lahu has caused some interviewees to feel uncomfortable 
during the interview and for some, this has led them to withhold information. Upon 
reflection, the role of the translator becomes highly significant in the research process. 
My translator was a friend and in some incidences, a relative of my interviewees. 
Hence, by extension of the relationship I have with my translator and his good 
relations with the interviewees, the interviewees were willing to divulge more 
personal and in some cases private information after a while. However, this 
arrangement can also have its downside. I recalled an incident I faced during an 
interview when the interview was conducted solely in the Lahu language. Some 
words were lost in translation due to instances when the interviewee became carried 
away discussing the questions raised. As the discussion went on, the translator had 
difficulties translating sentence for sentence and was forced to summarize the 
discussion. I tried to overcome this limitation by asking my translator to recount some 
of the details of the portions which were summarized after the interview but 
inevitably, some of these were not recoverable.  
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I had faced some problems with gender differences in my previous research 
for my Honours thesis (Tan, 2006), but interestingly, during the course of the current 
research, the women were quite willing to step forward and share about their children 
and family life. This change showed the importance of follow up research. As Bogdan 
and Biklen (1998) noted, conducting follow up research can be a costly, time 
consuming and emotionally difficult endeavor to pursue. In this case, follow up 
research (but along different lines) allowed me to continue earlier conversations with 
my interviewees and build upon the relationships of trust I had tried to establish in the 
earlier round of research.  
 
4.4 Positionality  
Although I would not consider myself a feminist geographer, I am, 
sympathetic to feminist arguments especially in relation to the conduct of fieldwork 
and the need to give attention to the variegated power relations involved in the 
multiple identities that a researcher holds in the research process. “The lens of 
positionality is a useful device to explore and understand issues of identity and the 
differences that classifications generate as it has implications for the direction, 
consequences and products of field research.” (Chacko, 2004:54). In this section, I 
will highlight the highly personal nature of fieldwork (England, 1994) which to a 
large extent is “not objective” (Geertz, 1973; Resaldo, 1989) in view of my multiple 
identities and influences which contributed to this collaboration between my 
interviewees and me. As Chacko (2004:52) noted, “Positionality is a critical factor in 
framing social and professional relationships in the field; it sets the tone of the 
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research, affecting its course and its outcomes. Moreover, due to its relativity, 
positionality is contingent and contested”.  
 
 Some of the views from the thesis can be traced to my own positionality as a 
Singaporean Chinese Christian who has ties to the community over a period of several 
years. I have been visiting these villages since 2002 on several different occasions, 
staying either overnight or for up to three weeks. I was and still am involved in village 
infrastructural improvement projects and was part of Christian missionary teams 
which frequent the villages. At two of the field sites, I was asked to preach on some 
Sunday morning services at the local church. The Lahu people treat religious figures 
and their associations with a lot of respect and this may have compromised some 
aspects of the research. Kobayashi (1994:76) confirms some of my reservations in 
stating that “Whether explicitly so, social research is political. This situation 
establishes a starting point for analyzing the politics of involvement and 
representation, at which we might ask not whether our position of power and authority 
denies us the right to conduct research but, rather, how we use our privilege to social 
ends” (Kobayashi, 1994:76). I have been associated with the church and some see me 
as a pastor or spiritual leader. “Ajarn” in Thai or “Teacher” was given to me as a form 
of respect from some of my interviewees. I had been introduced in many interviews as 
a teacher/pastor or in some instance a church leader from Singapore. This had elicited 
mixed reactions amongst my interviewees. For instance, due to the strong presence of 
the local village church, an identification linked to the church allowed me, on 
occasion, greater access to information which would not have been given if I had been 
introduced as a researcher instead. Reflecting on this rather interesting relation, I 
realized that this openness was substantially predicated upon the reputation of the 
 79
local pastors who have been extremely helpful in the lives of my interviewees. Such a 
positionality hence gained for me considerable trust among the villagers.  
 
On other occasions, the same introduction linking me to the church was used 
but was met with a reaction which was opposite of what I had expected. Other than 
receiving basic hospitality required of the Lahu culture, I was not able to gain access 
to basic personal information about the potential interviewee, let alone an interview. 
Furthermore, “reflexivity can make us more aware of asymmetrical or exploitative 
relationships, but it cannot remove them” (England, 1994:86, emphasis in the 
original). Thus, I deliberately took steps to be aware of the differing power relations 
between my interviewees and I during the course of my stay at the villages. I tried to 
show that I was a learner and wanted to understand something about their lives, and 
that my interviewees were my teachers. This was not always successful. Inasmuch as 
I tried not to position myself as a person having a ‘superior’ authority or power, some 
of my interviewees inevitably viewed me as a ‘learned’ person hailing from an urban 
society abroad in contrast to their position as rural dwellers with much less formal 
education, and as a result, were suspicious of my intentions.  
 
However, these incidences made me more aware of the various identities I 
bear. I learnt to better manage these identities in the field and consciously used the 
appropriate identities for various interviews to carefully build relationships with the 
villagers. I also took the view that my connection to the church is not something to be 
highlighted or avoided, despite comments I had received from some ‘enlightened’ 
scholars whom I had shared my research who felt that my connection with the church 
makes the research untenable. Inasmuch as I do not agree with their comments, I 
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recognize that they were scholars in their own right and I tried to understand their 
concerns.  
 
In my view, the various identifications I bear, including those associated with 
the church, provide me with opportunities to approach the field from multiple 
standpoints as well as a commitment and a hope that this research will be useful to 
understanding socio-economic problems faced by villagers in my research area. 
Removing the connection is, in my opinion, being dishonest with myself as a 
researcher in the field. It would be a pity – and probably impossible - if the researcher 
has to cut away his or her association with any organisation or institution with 
resources and power, religious or otherwise. Instead, being aware of the agenda and 
the balance of power we bring into the research process is the key to ensuring that we 
do not abuse the researcher’s relative advantageous positionality. As Sarah 
McLafferty (1995) has noted, the researcher’s agenda are reflected “in the issues 
investigated and the questions raised” (Chacko, 2004:58). Moreover, Kobayashi 
(1994:76) noted, “We cannot escape the unfortunate irony that political action meant 
to shift the social balance of power begins from a position of differential power. Nor 
can we escape the fact that no involvement with research subjects/objects is value 
neutral. Whether explicitly so, social research is political”. And in the process of 
interviewing my interviewees, I had my own agenda, which of course was to 
complete my thesis, inherent in the interview questions and research agenda. It is also 
my intention in this research to give voice to the often forgotten people in the 
migration process – the left-behind parent generation - and to give voice to their 
struggles and everyday lives.  
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My research and therefore the result of my research – the thesis – is a 
reflection of “a world that is already interpreted by people who are living their lives in 
it” and an account of the “betweenness of their world and mine” (England, 1994:87). 
In addition, I engage with Pratt’s (2000:639) notion that “our writing [which] can be 
thought of as a performance” to exemplify the fluidity of research and to entertain and 
use a wider range of evidence in the research process. The actual doing of research 
constitutes an extremely complex space of gaps and fissures which may go beyond 
the predictability or intention of the researcher. Thus, Pratt’s (2000) call for a more 
critical reflexive thinking of the research process to be exemplified in the writing 
space, unconstrained by the established academic conventional writing and hopefully 
reflecting the researcher’s positionality of power and vulnerability, as well as the 
deeply personal nature of research (Barrett, 1997) in the research process.  
 
4.5 Summary  
This chapter has provided an overview of the intricacies of the research 
design. By articulating the methodological aspects of the research, I hoped I have 
given a sense of the research as a process. Knowledge produced through the repertoire 
of research strategies is situated (Geertz, 1988) and necessarily partial. In addition, as 
Till (2001:47) has noted, “Individual understandings of the field, moreover, are 
positionally situated and always shifting” and this is seen in the way I manage the 
various identities or positions which I bear.  
 
I have tried to emphasize that this research is a collaboration between my 
interviewees and I, which has helped not only to shape my research but also transform 
my research practices. Being in the field is quintessential and there is much to be 
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known through the doing of research. Information in most cases is not confined to the 
actual interview but learnt through the events of the everyday and the people one 
meets at the dinner table or at the market. Still, despite my best attempts, this thesis is 
a text which does not fully reflect the issues and emotions of my interviewees and the 
researcher. By clarifying the limitations of the research methods as well as my own 
positionality, it is hoped that readers of this thesis will be able to understand better the 





















PRODUCTION OF TRANSLOCAL IMAGERIES  
 
5.1  Introduction 
 Today, the rural village is no longer an isolated entity disconnected from 
interactions with the urban centres. Jonathan Rigg (1997 and 2003) argued that the 
rural areas in Southeast Asia are an extension of the urban centres because of the 
interconnectedness of rural areas and urban centres. Rigg (1997 and 2003) contended 
that these new rural worlds are unmistakably quite different from traditional 
understandings because the rural dwellers are not bound to farms but are engaged in 
non-farm employment and industries. These industries which supply the urban centres 
are moving their factories into the rural areas because of improvements in transport 
infrastructure. The result is a greater diversity, integration and commercialization in 
the rural areas creating a flux in traditional understanding of the rural and the urban.  
 
 Extending the debate further, Thompson (2007), wrote about the lives and 
occupations of the rural people in Malaysia, argued that people who live in the 
villages do not necessarily live lives which are rural, and concluded that these “so-
called rural folk lead substantively urban lives” (Thompson, 2007:20). Furthermore, 
Thompson (2007) asserted the fact that the economy of the rural village and the lives 
of its inhabitants are intimately bound up with the urban centres. The rural village is 
understood in terms of what it lacks vis-à-vis the urban centres such as modern 
amenities and facilities, and of education and learning opportunities amongst other 
things. Again like Rigg (1997 and 2003), Thompson (2007) showed that the lines 
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between the rural and the urban are blurring, heralding the rural village as a translocal 
entity interconnected to and interacting with the urban centres. 
 
 In this chapter, I discuss the production of translocal imageries in the 
translocal village. Translocal imageries promulgates translocal movements as it plants 
the initial seeds which may develop into new possibilities beyond the boundaries of 
the village and the farms in the minds of the Lahu people. Individual’s actions feed 
the production of the Lahu people’s imagination and results in translocal imageries 
being produced. Hence, I argue that translocal imageries are produced because of the 
aspirations of the Lahu parents, the copresence of foreign institutions and the 
exposure to education at the schools of the Lahu children. These three factors will be 
elaborated upon in sequence after a discussion of translocal imageries and agency, 
highlighting the interconnectedness of the Lahu villages.   
 
5.2 Translocal Imageries and Agency 
 Appadurai (1996:31) suggested that “The imagination…is now central to all 
forms of agency, is itself a social fact, and is a key component of the new global 
order.” To Appadurai, the imagination was important as it showed the ability of each 
individual to create diversity in this globalised world resulting in a deterritorialisation 
of the nation-state. One of the main contributions to Appadurai’s suggestion was the 
mass media which has caused the “democratisation of the imagination” (Szeman, 
1997) amongst people residing in nation-states.  
 
The mass media has made important inroads into the Lahu villages. This was 
facilitated by the Thai government’s expansion of the national electrical grid into 
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these remote villages in the past couple of decades (Baker and Phongpaichit, 2005). 
With access to electricity, electronic goods that were once considered a luxury and a 
status symbol reserved for the extremely wealthy in the village is now available to the 
general populace. Television sets became the “first purchase of choice” for the Thai 
rural families because of the remittances from migrant labour (Baker and 
Phongpaichit, 2005:223). The majority of households at the research sites have access 
to the images from the mass media either because they own a television set or because 
they “leech off” neighbours who do.  
 
In Thailand, Baker and Phongpaichit (2005) wrote about how media was used 
to broadcast official views of national development. In the context of Indonesia, Chu 
and Schramm (1991:5) argued that “the mass media as one of the major channels by 
which people learn about the modern world and acquire a mobile personality…which 
may be essential if they are to cope with new opportunities and challenges [emerging 
as a result of economic development]”. Their study found that television was a 
medium used by the government to promulgate development and to unify the country. 
Chu (1966) conducted a small pilot study in four adjacent villages of northern 
Taiwan. Despite the limitations in the study, Chu found that after six months of 
exposure to television, the farmers had more knowledge about agricultural innovation 
and about current events. Other studies such as Johnson (2000) and Hartmann et al. 
(1989) also looked at how television or the mass media proliferates modernity in the 
rural areas and how community life is changing. While I recognise that the mass 
media does have a huge impact on the Lahu village, I have instead, chosen to focus 
this research on other factors which contributed to the production of translocal 
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imageries since many others have already dealt with the mass media at length 
elsewhere. 
 
 Imagination is the result of individuals who have agency. Ricoeur (1991:173) 
described the imagination as “the free play of possibilities in a state of non-
involvement with respect to the world of perception or of action” and in this free play, 
Actors playfully insert themselves into a variety of possible trajectories 
and spin out alternative means-ends sequences, thereby expanding 
their flexible response to a given field of action. In this play of 
scenarios, (relatively) freed of practical constraints, symbolic codes, 
schemas, and narratives can be creatively reconfigured due to their 
multivocal, homologous, and transposable character (Emirbayer and 
Mische, 1998:989). 
 
Agency here is the capacity to project alternative possibilities toward the future 
through the individual’s imagination. As individuals are exposed to new possibilities 
which extend beyond the boundaries of the village, they are able to imagine new 
alternatives not limited by practical constraints. Thus, the imagination fuels the 
production of translocal imageries in the village.  
 
5.3 Aspirations of the Lahu Parents 
5.3.1 “Quality Education” at Urban Centres 
 The majority of the Lahu parents whom I had interviewed either had very little 
or no formal education. Most were brought up on the farms and the more fortunate 
few who had the opportunity to study managed to enrol into a village school for a 
couple of years. Their perception of the urban centres are shaped by their interactions 
at the market places, television programs or through government officials and 
administrators who occasionally visit the village from time to time.  
 
 88
Ca Nart attended a handful of courses in Chiang Mai many years ago. 
Certificates from those courses and graduation photographs in Chiang Mai adorn the 
walls of his house. Ca Nart teaches the Lahu language10 and pastors the church at 
Phayakorngdee Village. Neighbours and other villagers who visit Ca Nart, inevitably 
see the certificates, photographs and his other achievements displayed on the walls of 
his dwelling place. Neighbours, most of whom are parents, respect him and have 
commented that Ca Nart is doing an excellent job as a teacher and pastor in the 
village. Parents have approached him for advice as they see him as a learned man. 
The church where he works has modern electrical appliances such as a television set, 
DVD player and refrigerator. Neighbours and villagers who encounter visible signs of 
Ca Nart’s educational credentials and achievements have their initial impressions that 
education in the urban areas is better further reinforced. Furthermore, Ca Nart 
coordinates and hosts visits from foreign institutions at his dwelling place and the 
church. Representatives from the foreign institutions bring with them development 
projects which are later coordinated by Ca Nart when the village council has approved 
the projects. Parents associate Ca Nart’s occupation, character and modern electrical 
appliances with the qualifications he earned in the city. Ca Nart represents a success 
story produced by education in the urban areas. These parents geographically 
imagined (Massey, 1995 and Driver, 1999) and perceived the urban centres as places 
of modernity where ‘quality education’ is available.  
 
 From the data collected in the field, it is clear that education outside the 
village has become a desirable and valued commodity. Education outside the village 
is seen as a ticket to a better future and interestingly, parents felt that a good education 
                                                
10
 The Lahu language does not have a Lahu script. According to Walker (2003), a Christian missionary, 
Tilbe (1859-1935) was the first to romanise the Lahu language into a writing system.  
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was essential for their children to be assured of a good future. This is because 
excelling in one’s studies is often perceived as quintessential for circumventing a hard 
life, one where most of the parents’ generation had to go through. Ca Chai succinctly 
said,  
I will let [my daughter] study in the city. If I am able to afford sending 
her to study there, she can study there. That’s because I want my 
children to be able to improve their lives. I hope they won’t become 
like their parents. We don’t have any education and our lives are quite 
difficult. We have to work very hard because we don’t have education. 
But they have the opportunity to improve their lives by studying, they 
should…In the city, there are more opportunities. The schools are 
better and there are more jobs available for them to work if they have 
an education there.  
 
Most parents interviewed related their willingness in allowing their children to study 
at urban centres if they can afford the fees. The minority who prefer their children to 
remain in the village cited reasons such as requiring an extra pair of hands to help on 
the farm or to take care of them when they have grown old. The former group of 
parents who do not mind their children studying in the urban centres also praise the 
quality of education in the urban centres and prefer it to education that is available in 
the village. As two of my interviewees reflected below: 
 BT: Do you think or feel that your son must study in the city or 
actually don’t need to? 
 Ca Lah: Yes must go to the city to study because the village education 
is not good. 
 
 BT: Why did you send your son to the school in the city? 
 Ca Chai: The school in the city is better because they have better 
teachers and teachers like to teach not like the ones in the mountains. 
The students sometimes don’t like to study so they [teachers] don’t 
teach seriously.    
 
That “quality education” is attached to urban places is a notion firmly etched 
in the minds of the parent generation which had gone without such education. This is 
what drives their decision to send their children to the towns and cities. These parents 
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want to secure for their children a better future through the accumulation of “cultural 
capital” (see Bourdieu, 1986 and Waters, 2005), which can only be found when one 
moves to the urban centres to study. Parents are inspired to aspire for a better future 
for their migrant children and their well-being. In providing for the future of their 
children, the minds of the parents are not bounded by the realities of local economic 
limitations but are freed to strive for the best education for their children by thinking 
translocally.  
 
However, the trade-off for these parents is that when their children are away 
from home, there is less help available on the farm and in the house. Ca Heng was 
trimming the grass outside his house one afternoon and he commented that his son 
used to cut the grass when he was around. Ca Heng said in very simple Thai, “He’s 
[his son] not here so I have to do it”. With an absence in the household, the 
responsibilities and duties of the absentee is transferred to the other siblings or the 
parents. Interestingly, almost all of the parents like Ca Heng are not worried about 
their children not returning home. Those that express slight worry were vaguely 
concerned about whether their children will look after them in their old age. Ca Sut 
provides a short explanation as to why parents are not worried about their children not 
returning home, “The parents in the village don’t think far”, he explained.  
 
Positive perceptions of the quality of education available at the urban centres 
have contributed to the production of translocal imageries. On the other hand, 
negative perceptions of the village schools have also served to reinforce these 
yearnings to help their children avail of superior educational opportunities beyond the 
village. Thus, translocal imageries (positive or negative perceptions) produced 
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provide the basis for parents’ aspirations and thinking new possibilities outside of 
their village.  
 
5.3.2 Aspiring for a Better Future 
 In everyday conversations with the parents, it is clear that translocal imageries 
encompassing wider possibilities are often reinforced through the success stories of 
migrants from the village. As Appadurai (1996:53) commented, 
More persons in more parts of the world consider a wider set of 
possible lives than they ever did before…Important also are contacts 
with, news of, and rumors about others in one’s social neighbourhood 
who have become inhabitants of these faraway worlds. 
 
Left-behind parents are often keen to share success stories of their migrant children 
working or studying in the urban centres. This is accompanied by material evidence of 
success that these parents can point to, including gifts (monetary or otherwise) sent 
home by their children, financial stability, a new house in one incident, refrigerators 
and other modern appliances. Na Yeh said, “We don’t have a lot of money but what 
he [her son] gives to us is good. We don’t have to worry so much about not having 
enough money to buy food to eat”. Such evidence conjure up images of a better future 
associated with translocal movements linking the rural to the urban. As these parents, 
in most cases are rooted in the village either socially or economically because of their 
agricultural commitments, they themselves are unable to chart new routes to the urban 
centres, instead, they can encourage their children to emulate the success stories of 
their neighbours and fellow villagers and move to the urban centres to look for jobs.  
 
 These parents also view the act of sending their children to urban centres to 
seek work as opportunities to diversify their sources of income. By diversifying their 
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income, parents are able to secure a better future by reducing risks and increasing 
opportunities. By having more sources of income other than the agricultural produce, 
these Lahu parents eagerly anticipate brighter prospects. And precisely because they 
desire to improve their life chances as well as those of their children, they will take 
measured steps in ensuring that they expand the number of possibilities for a better 
future. However, sometimes these alternatives merely serve as a means to reduce risk 
from years where there maybe a poor crop output affecting their household income. 
As Rigg (2003:233) noted,  
The hybrid nature of the rural economy is usually explained in terms of 
risk-minimisation. Giving up agriculture altogether is perceived to be a 
risky strategy for rural inhabitants inured over the generations into 
avoiding placing all their livelihood eggs in one basket.  
 
Furthermore, other realities are also at work which encourage parents to think in 
translocal terms. There is a shrinking of farm land resources at the villages and this 
has prompted the parents to encourage their children to migrate out of the village as 
farming may not necessarily secure an adequate future and livelihood. An important 
alternative to farming would be non-farming employment which is available in the 
urban centres. 
 
 However, translocal imageries are not produced without inherent 
contradictions. Ca Hah, like some parents, wants his son, Ca Ti, to return to the 
village to help out on the farm after completing his polytechnic education in Chiang 
Mai. Parents aspire for a better future by encouraging their children to migrate to the 
urban areas while at the same time prefer their children to return to the village later in 
life. There is an inherent contradiction in the aspirations of the parents because if the 
children returned to the village to work, it is unlikely that their diplomas or degrees 
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will be of much use as they will most likely become farmers and take over the farm 
work of their parents. The outcome of this inherent contradiction in parents’ 
aspirations, however, remains to be seen as it will take at least another two years at 
the time of writing before the first graduate returns. Perhaps, a glimmer of hope of a 
resolution can be seen in Ca Ti’s own aspirations at this point of time. In articulating 
his own aspirations, Ca Ti said,  “I want to return to the village to help my father”. 
 
In summary, translocal imageries stretching beyond the village are produced 
around parents’ aspiration for a better future for themselves and their children. These 
imageries often stem from success stories of other migrants who have made the move 
and are quickly circulated within close-knit Lahu villages. The desire for a better 
future prompts the Lahu villagers to contemplate translocal movements beyond the 
village in order to reduce risk and diversify their household income. Unfavourable 
circumstances such as decreasing amounts of farming land have not constricted the 
lives of Lahu villagers; instead, they often overcome these constraints to livelihood by 
exercising agency and casting their net more widely to imagine a better future by 
drawing on translocal possibilities.  
 
5.4 Copresence of Foreign Institution – A Singapore Church 
5.4.1 Providing Resources  
 Foreign institutions either in the form of non-governmental organizations or in 
the case of the field sites, religious institutions, have been actively involved in 
development work and creating transnational and translocal development networks 
(Bebbington and Kothari, 2006). With their presence as catalysts, the village is linked 
to a wider network of development organizations which brings resources into the 
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village. The expansion of networks would have been slower if not for the presence of 
the foreign institutions. These resources contribute to fuelling the development of 
translocal imageries among the village community by providing assisted access to the 
network of funds and other institutions. Assisted access offered by the workers of the 
foreign institution, although limited, expands the possibilities that may be imagined 
and creates translocal opportunities for families. One such resource is through a 
Singapore church, which provides child sponsorship for education. 
 
 In the past histories of the four villages, only a negligible number of people in 
the village community considered migration beyond their immediate vicinities. At 
least for Santi village and Phayakorngdee village, none among the parent generation 
in the village community have migrated for educational reasons. However, there has 
been an increase in the number of translocal migrants, especially for educational 
reasons, with the arrival of the church in the past few years (interviews with Ca Suh 
and Ca Nart). Child education sponsorship started when the work of the Singapore 
church started at Santi Village. There is no prerequisite in qualifying for the 
sponsorship other than the fact that the child is still attending a school or an 
educational institution although the number of sponsorships available is limited. The 
sponsorship was provided to a majority of school going children and many have 
finished schooling since the sponsorship started 10 years ago. Some have graduated 
from Mor11 six and have gone on to pursue university degrees and diplomas.  
 
The motivation of the Singapore church in providing child sponsorship is to 
ensure that every child in the villages has access to education. The long term goal is 
                                                
11
 Mor is a Thai short form for Mattayom which in essence referes to secondary education. 
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for the overall improvement of the community. One of its aims according to the 
representative from the Singapore church, Mr Lyndon Gan, is for capacity building. 
By providing the children of the villages with education and through various 
community projects in agriculture and handicraft-making, the Singapore church hopes 
to expand the level of competence to provide for themselves. This is done through the 
local church in the villages, with the pastor of the local church coordinating efforts on 
behalf of the Singapore church. 
 
With the provision of sponsored education, the children of the villages have 
expanded possibilities to pursue, nurture and develop the academic aspect of their 
lives at all levels of education. The children are no longer limited by financial 
constraints although this does not necessarily eliminate other reasons that might 
prevent the children from going to school. Opportunities also develop because parents 
who used to be burdened by the cost of sending their children to schools no longer 
need to pay for their children’s education. There is no dire need for the children to 
return to the farm to work as parents do not feel as burdened as compared to previous 
circumstances in the absence of sponsorship. Translocal imageries are produced 
because the foreign institution not only provide resources, which help lighten the 
financial burden of the parents but also provide a wider range of educational choices 
including the pursuit of tertiary education for the children. The copresence of the 
foreign institution not only produces translocal imageries, it also furnishes resources 





5.4.2 Structural Links and Networks 
 The role of child sponsorship in forming networks cannot be ignored as 
Bornstein (2001) and Bebbington and Kothari (2006) have argued elsewhere in their 
work. The forming of networks produces translocal imageries as there are an 
increased number of possibilities for pursuing further studies and employment. Ca Sut 
has mentioned that the parent body of the two churches are looking out for Lahu 
people to manage other community development work at the highland regions of 
Northern Thailand. The parent body was specifically looking for educated Lahu 
people because they will be working amongst their brethren in other villages while at 
the same time dealing with administrative matters related to the community 
development projects. The children are connected to the education grid by the child 
education sponsorship and later through the advice of the people belonging to the 
foreign institution, they are also able to connect to a larger network of other 
institutions such as the parent body of the two churches at Santi and Phayakorngdee 
villages based in the Thailand. 
 
 Secondly, the associated links to the Singapore church also facilitates 
translocal imageries among some of the Lahu villagers. The Singapore church sends 
teams to the four Lahu villages at least twice a year. The size of the team averages 
between 10 to 20 people and the duration of the stay lasts about 10 days. Some of the 
children at the villages have mentioned that they have been hoping to visit Singapore 
one day because of the friendships which have been forged through these at least 
twice a year interactions. One of Ca Suh’s sons has been in contact with a couple of 
Singaporeans who have visited his village more than once through letters and emails. 
Ca Suh’s son has been trying to sell his own paintings and other handicraft to the 
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church via the friends he has made to raise funds for the trip to Singapore in addition 
to selling them at the urban centres where he currently lives. The copresence of 
foreign institutions such as the Singapore church hence brings in train a range of 
networks which may be tapped in producing translocal imageries beyond village 
confines. Through the networks formed by child sponsorships linking the children of 
the villages with the workers of the church as well as members of the foreign church, 
there is an expansion of both imagined and real possibilities among the Lahu people 
to reach beyond the village world. As shown above, the desire to visit the country of 
origin of the foreign institution has also produced translocal imageries among some of 
the Lahu children. 
 
5.5 Exposure to Education at the Schools 
5.5.1 Interactions Between Teacher and Student 
The nation is a discursive project (Kong and Yeoh, 1997; Hau, 2005) and 
there is a constant need to reinforce ideas about the integrity of the nation to the 
people in their everyday lives. The Ministry of Education in Thailand constantly uses 
materials from the National Culture Commission and the National Identity Office for 
the building of Thai national identity, national ideology and the duties of citizenship 
(Baker and Phongpaichit, 2005). These two offices conduct programmes to educate 
the public on characteristics of a Thai person as a form of national development 
(Raksasataya, 1997). Public schools, which are controlled by the Ministry of 
Education, are one of the many platforms where these national development and 
identity programmes are developed and conducted. 
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In recent times, the prime responsibility and concern of parents has shifted 
from the need to feed their children to educating their children (Yoddumnern-Attig, 
1992). Almost all of the children at the villages are attending primary school and a 
majority is attending secondary school12. With education, there is an expansion of 
possibilities as students gain “social capital” (Gamarnikow and Green, 1999) by being 
exposed to the contents and knowledge found in books and through other mediums, 
and most importantly through the teachers. It has been shown elsewhere that the 
aspirations of the students are affected by interpersonal relationships with their peers, 
parents and their teachers in mediating the effects of their socio-economic background 
and their occupational and educational attainment (Buchmann and Dalton, 2002; 
Sewell and Shah, 1968; Sewell et al., 1969). In this section, I argue that teachers have 
been influential in producing translocal imageries in their students.  
 
 Teachers often embody social capital and play the role of providing 
information and support (Coleman, 1988) which aid the social actor, the student in 
this case, in developing their capacity for academic attainments. In the villages, the 
teachers play a crucial role in contributing to the Lahu student’s increased capacity to 
explore higher education in the urban centres. The teachers at the local village schools 
are posted in from other provinces in Thailand. Ajarn Som who teaches at the school 
at Phayakorngdee village for an example just completed training at the Teacher’s 
College in Chiang Rai city and Ajarn Nai who teaches at the school near Santi village, 
commutes daily to and from the school from Chiang Mai city. Another teacher, Ajarn 
Pun13, who has since been transferred out of the school at Phayakorngdee village 
                                                
12
 The Thai primary school takes six years to complete while the secondary school takes three years.  
13
 Ajarn Pun was the English teacher I worked with while teaching English at the school in 2005. She 
has taught at the school for about two years before being transferred out to another school in the city. 
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describes and laments about her posting to this school, she said, “I come from the 
province of Phrae and I finished my education there in the city…they posted me to 
this school here in Phayakorngdee. I didn’t have a choice na. They just tell me to 
come here.” Her own experience and training like many of her colleagues at the 
public school were based in the urban centres. She had no prior experience living in a 
village, something she had to endure in her current posting. The teachers in public 
schools were posted to their respective schools in the villages by the relevant 
government authorities. As teachers, they not only teach subjects in which they have 
been trained, but also indirectly participate in producing and shaping the translocal 
imageries in the minds of the Lahu students through sharing their own experiences as 
practitioners and bearers of translocal knowledge. 
 
 It is not uncommon for teachers to play a connecting role in linking their 
students to the outside world, especially when they recommend other potential 
educational institutions, which are available for the Lahu students to further their 
studies. Ajarn Nai is a teacher who has taught many of the Santi village children. In 
particular, she has encouraged and recommended schools to the children of Ca Suh. 
Three of his sons were taught by her and all three of them ended up studying at the 
schools which she had recommended. She mentioned that “Ca Suh’s children are 
good in their studies. I hope they will do well. If they stay in the village, they have no 
future” (Ajarn Nai). In her concern for “brain waste” (Raghuran, 2000) occurring in 
the village, she has inevitably encouraged translocal imageries in the lives of the Ca 
Suh and other parents and their children whom she has contact with by recommending 
                                                                                                                                        
She has also been requesting for a transfer as she is not used to the remoteness of the school and the 
village as she described herself as a “city-kid”.  
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places of higher learning outside the village and providing shelter in the urban centres 
in some instances to her Lahu students. 
 
 Teachers wield a great deal of influence in the lives of the Lahu children. 
Teachers not only teach from the syllabus but also impart knowledge from their own 
translocal journeys with stories from beyond the classrooms. Indeed the teachers from 
urban centres are an extensive source of translocal knowledge as they move between 
their roles as practitioners and transmitters of this knowledge. In fact, the very 
presence of a teacher from outside the village already conjures up translocal imageries 
of what lies beyond the boundaries of their village. Teachers with their own translocal 
networks are able to connect students to these networks in the future.  
 
5.5.2 Learning the Language of Urban Centres 
 The Lahu tradition and Lahu language to a certain extent are barriers to the 
production of translocal imageries in a majority Thai-speaking country. Appadurai 
(1996:53) commented, 
Until recently, whatever the force of social change, a case could be 
made that social life was largely inertial, that traditions provided a 
relatively finite set of possible lives, and that fantasy and imagination 
were residual practices, confined to special persons or domains, 
restricted to special moments or places. (emphasis added) 
 
However, by allowing Lahu children to attend the public schools where the Thai 
language – that is, the language of urban centres – are being taught, these Lahu 
children are better equipped to adapt to life in urban centres. Greer (2003:225) argued 
that “Language provides the framework from which thoughts are identified and 
organized, and therefore makes thinking possible”. These Lahu children have been 
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socialized from a young age to speak, think and understand the language of the urban 
centres both literally and metaphorically. 
 
 The Lahu children generally prefer to speak their native tongue which is the 
Lahu language, as compared to the Thai language in schools. This is evident in what 
Ca Suh has said, 
BT: So comparing the school standards in the village and in the city, 
which one do you think is better? 
Ca Suh: Different teaching. The practice, the mountain school is not 
enough. Like at Huay Muang school, my children studied there for a 
while. Then they go to Maejadee school, very hard for the children to 
change. Very difficult to study the Thai language. 
 
Huay Muang school is located deep in the mountains near another Lahu village. 
Maejadee school on the other hand is located near a town where the majority of 
students are Thais. Ca Suh mentioned that one of the reasons he sent his son to study 
in the town was because the students in the school spoke in Thai whereas in the 
village school, the student spoke in their indigenous language. The implication of his 
comments was seen when he later said, “The job after finish school some way is a lot 
of people need Thai words so can stay in Thailand better. So they can move to the city 
to find job for them to work. So they learn Thai language [at the town] and can work 
in the city. Better.” Proficiency in the Thai language is essential for his son to be able 
to find a good job in the city. Thus, being educated in the Thai language produces 
translocal imageries by removing barriers to new possibilities at the Thai speaking 
urban centres.  
 
From my participant observation and experiences teaching and observing the 
teachers at some of the schools in the towns (mainly in Chiang Mai city) and at three 
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of the villages, the standard of teaching is similar amongst the English subject 
teachers. They follow a fix set of syllabus which is used in all the schools within the 
region. Thompson (2007:202) noted the following in the Malaysian context,  
Schools lay the didactic foundation for possible futures, teaching rural 
children the language of urban life, the vocabulary, grammar, and 
diction of urbanism…Rural school children learn not only occupational 
possibilities, but how to read bus schedules, interpret maps, do the 
math required of a consumer economy, and evaluate the pros and cons 
of rural and urban places. 
 
This fixed syllabus is the metaphorical “language”, used in the urban centres in 
everyday life. Hence, the language taught in the village schools is that of the urban 
areas, hence easing the entry of those with education into the network of translocal 
connections. The Lahu student taught in Thai does not face language restrictions to 
participate in the urban centres, unlike their less educated parents. The student’s 
ability and capacity to assimilate has been expanded due to the increased possibilities 
and opportunities for work and higher education in the towns and cities.  
 
5.6 Conclusion 
 The Lahu people’s perception about locality as seen through the examples 
cited above that locality may not necessarily be territorial based (across national 
boundaries in the case of the foreign institution or provincial borders), and locality is 
not fixed, bounded or unchanged. In his study of the Lahu symbolic universe, 
Boonkamyeung (2002) argued that the idea of being Lahu has often been highly 
contesting. Attempts to (re)make Lahu identity as translocal and even transnational 
was prominent throughout the 1990s as part of the Lahu ethno-nationalist movement 
which was operating in Burma, Thailand, and Laos. In this particular political context, 
collective identity through symbolic universe was emphasized regardless of locations 
of residence. Likewise in the research, political boundaries were not a major influence 
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in the lives of the Lahu people. Historically, the Lahu people (for example Ca Sut’s 
family – Ca Sut’s mother left her extended family in Burma before moving to 
Thailand many years ago) have extended families beyond the Thai national state and 
the provincial boundaries. The examples mentioned above suggests that sometimes 
the translocal networks and transnational networks are blurred. Boundaries are not 
obstacles which cannot be crossed and perceptions of locality are unbounded as they 
are dependent on the everyday issues which arise from the connections made with the 
various networks.  
 
I have argued that translocal imageries are produced and facilitated by a 
matrix comprising the aspirations of parents, the copresence of foreign institutions 
and the exposure to education of the Lahu children. The weaving together of all the 
above three factors have shown how translocal imageries reaching beyond the 
boundaries of village life are predicated on the provision of resources and structural 
links with other translocal and transnational institutions, as well as the influence of 
teachers and the learning of the Thai language which serve to reduce the barriers to 
entry to urban centres. The translocal village is not an isolated entity in its own void 
of external connections as Peleikis (2000) has argued elsewhere as well, but is highly 
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 Responding to the “urgent need to focus on the cultural dynamics of what is 
now called deterritorialisation” (Appadurai, 1996:49), this chapter addresses the 
dynamics of translocal connections which are actualized in the everyday, unbounded 
by fixed territorial boundaries of the village. With the expansion of possibilities 
brought about by the production of translocal imageries and translocal movements as 
discussed in the previous chapter, two aspects of village and family life have taken on 
a translocal flavour. First, sourcing for resources is no longer bounded by the physical 
boundaries of the family and the village. Secondly, traditional understandings of 
parenting have been thrown into flux as the act of parenting is transformed by 
incorporating the element of distance into acts of care and intimacy between parent 
and migrant child.  
 
In this chapter, I argue that the successful maintenance of translocal flows and 
networks are the result of remittance flows and translocal communication between the 
translocal village and the migrant children of the village. For remittance flows, I 
discuss the impacts at the village and family scales. I go on to elaborate on the 
routinised translocal transmission of care and intimacy and how routine becomes an 
important act of parenting and family time. In areas where there is a disconnection in 
the translocal network, its impacts are first felt by the immediate family members of 
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the migrant who are the parents in this research. The last section provides a fuller 
picture of the migration story in the translocal village by discussing the return visits of 
the migrant children. 
 
6.2 Translocal Remittance Flows 
6.2.1 Village Community Projects and Translocal Resource Gathering 
 Scholars have been trying to come to grips with the social phenomenon that 
people’s lives often span borders and are closely woven together beyond the local 
(Peleikis, 2000). The sending of remittances is one area which contributes to this 
translocal social phenomenon. Remittances which are sent back to the villages by the 
migrant children are often seen as a valuable economic contribution (Pflegerl et al., 
2003) for the general improvement of the village. Consumption of remittances 
generally span across three threads. The first thread argues that remittances, if 
consumed for food, ostentatious goods, etc. have no long term effect and impact on 
the lives of the left behind (Cohen and Rodriguez, 2005). Secondly, remittances 
which are consumed for education over daily consumption have a longer term effect 
and lasting impact on the left behind (Thieme and Wyss, 2005). And the last thread on 
the consumption of remittances argues that the remittances used to improve the well-
being of the left behind has a transformative factor in the long term (Mahler, 1998). 
This section will show that the consumption of remittances has had a positive impact 
on the villages.  
 
At the village community level, remittances are commonly viewed as a source 
of income for the village, or as “safety nets” to purchase agricultural products 
essential for farming. This is especially significant when villagers are faced with a 
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shortage of income from poor crop prices, bad harvests, or simply have no more 
household disposable income available. As Scott (1979) argued, in the moral 
economy of the peasant, the peasant aims to minimize his risk and increase the 
stability and assurance of subsistence crops for his household and having more “safety 
nets” is a measure of risk minimizing.  
 
Often, borrowing money from the left behind parents whose migrant children 
are working in the urban centres, is the fastest and most convenient method to tide 
over financial difficulties. As Scott (1979:27) remarked, “There is an entire range of 
networks and institutions outside the immediate family which may, and often do, act 
as shock absorbers during economic crisis in peasant life. A man’s kinsmen, his 
friends, his village, a powerful patron, and even – though rarely – the state, may help 
tide him over a difficult period of illness or crop failure”. This kicks off a “chain 
reaction” of sorts, as the parents approach their migrant children in the urban centres, 
the children respond by remitting money back for whatever emergency they had to 
assuage, and the money is handed over to the neighbour in need. In most cases, as 
reflected by the comments of Ca Sut, “I have money and my neighbour have no 
money, I will lend”, there is an attitude of community living and sharing of resources, 
especially when it is scarce, reflecting Scott’s (1979) theory on the moral economy of 
the peasant.  
 
It is rare that migrant children will choose to hoard their money and ignore 
their fellow villagers’ plea for help, especially if transmitted through their parents. 
The request for financial help often happens prior to the planting season in the 
villages of Santi and Phayakorngdee as the majority of the population is engaged in 
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agriculture. Initial costs of planting are considered high for the families. To meet 
these needs, the village community frequently taps on resources found outside the 
village through translocal networks formed by the left behind parents and their 
migrant children. This elucidates the fact that the financial security of a translocal 
village is not bounded by the perimeters of the village and has in fact extended to the 
urban centres.  
 
At the socio-political level, sourcing for resources outside the village 
perimeters is not a usual task of the village head. Nevertheless, the migrants 
financially contributing back to the village legitimises translocal movement and 
improves the relationship between the migrant and the village head. Ca Hkeh said,  
Actually it is better to work in the village because the village here 
needs a lot of help. But in the city, they pay better and the work is 
good. So they have to work and earn money for the village…The 
income in between the harvest time not good or don’t have. In the city, 
one month can earn 7000-9000 baht. Better than the village!  
 
From the perspective of the village head, families are encouraged to send their 
children to the urban centres to work because working there earns money not only for 
themselves and their families but for their village communities as well. Encouraging 
families or their children to work in urban centres opens up new networks where 
remittances can flow back to the village community. Ca Hkeh later added that it was 
necessary for his children to work in the urban centres as well to “help the village to 
improve” (Ca Hkeh). Ca Hkeh alluded to the fact that the village is deserving of 
receiving remittances and redistribution of the economic wealth (Raghuram, 
forthcoming). By becoming a source of remittances and financial assistance, 
translocal migration becomes legitimised in the discourse of development of the 
translocal village. Here, the channels of translocal flows remain open and are 
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maintained because the migrants consistently help with the translocal village back 
home, with the approval of the village head.  
 
The visible testimony of the actual workings of translocal remittance flow 
culminated in the construction of a water tank for the benefit of the village. The water 
project at Santi Village was initiated and led by the village church as a joint project 
with the village community (Tan, 2006). Prior to the water project which resulted in 
the provision of running water from a tap to the village, the community had to draw 
water from the river which is about ten minutes’ walk away. A water tank (Plate 6.1) 
was built and completed in 2000. Although the source of funding was not explicitly 
described by Ca Hkeh and the accounts were unavailable, he did mention that the 
village community contributed monetarily to the total project. Some left behind 
parents and their migrant family members contributed to the total fund collection for 
the project. Ca Suh’s oldest son, for example, contributed from his salary working in 





Plate 6.1 - The Water Tank at Santi Village (source: Author’s own collection) 
 
 
  Resource gathering for the general improvement of the translocal village is not 
limited within the boundaries of the village but extends beyond to the urban centres. 
Translocal movement to the urban centres becomes legitimised because the village 
community shares and gains from the remittances which flows between the village 
and migrant children. Channels for this translocal flow remains open as a result of the 
approval and support from the village head and the village community. 
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6.2.2 Remittance Use in the Family 
 Yamanaka (2005) observed in her work, that the increased importance of 
remittances was due to growing cash needs, declining crop yields and poor 
employment opportunities. Each of these, coupled with little assurance of guaranteed 
rewards from international migration led Yamanaka (2005:337) to conclude that 
“migrants and their families…develop strategies to maximize their benefits while 
minimizing their costs and risks”. Left behind parents are strategically placed to 
benefit from remittances sent back by migrant children working in the urban centres. 
In addition, this action of remitting and providing for left behind family members 
maintains the translocal networks between the parent and migrant child. 
 
 Remittances received by translocal families varied widely, amounts fluctuated 
from small sums of approximately 100 baht to as high as 2000 baht per month. 
However it was observed that most of these migrant children do not consistently send 
remittance every month. Some have commented that they preferred to accumulate a 
larger sum of money before remitting while others chose to give in kind: buying 
clothes, food, and other gifts for their families at home. Left behind parents often 
equate the success of their migrant children with the remittances they receive. They 
encourage their children to send more money back as these remittances are crucial for 
daily necessities such as food and other consumables, and also for the purchase of 
animal feed and fertilizer. The overall well-being of the translocal family is enhanced 
by the remittances sent by their children and this holds true for Na Yeh’s family. As 
Na Yeh put it succinctly, “We don’t have a lot of money but what he gives to us is 
good. We don’t have to worry so much about not having enough money to buy food 
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to eat.” Surprisingly, not many of my respondents used this money to invest in land, 
as earlier literature suggested (Nyberg-Sorensen et al., 2002; Cohen and Rodriguez, 
2005). Ca Sut indicated that it could be due to daily struggles of having to constantly 
meet immediate needs that have made these left behind family members myopic about 
future returns. Financial assistance has been identified as a key source of support 
exchanged in families (Baldassar, 2007) and the flow of remittances is evidence of 
this support. This interaction reflects healthy familial relationships and maintains the 
translocal link between the parent and migrant child. 
 
 Acquisition of positional goods (such as luxuries) which are highly desired 
and scarce often count as compensation for non-positional ones such as familial 
presence. Na Seh and her daughter provide an example. Na Seh’s daughter is the 
proud owner of a thriving food business in Lampang14, producing canned pineapples, 
which are locally grown. Na Seh had rather extravagantly bought a refrigerator with 
the money her daughter had given her. She had requested for money to purchase this 
item of indulgence although she had no real need for a refrigerator, simply because 
her neighbour who owns one had remarked to her how convenient it was and extolled 
the benefits of using one for keeping meat. She felt that it was good to own a 
refrigerator, especially when she could afford one now with her heightened status, due 
to her daughter’s success. Parrenas (2005b) argued that remittances can be used as a 
form of intimacy, remittances – when combined with a sense of pride, is used as a 
way for families to enjoy luxuries they did not experience prior to their children 
migrating. Results of a successfully maintained translocal link are expressed through 
the provision of little indulgences, gifts and other material goods. For Na Seh and her 
                                                
14
 Lampang is a province in Northern Thailand, south of Chiang Mai City. 
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family, the refrigerator has become a status symbol in addition to the convenience, as 
Na Seh insisted on keeping up with her neighbour. Na Seh’s daughter who is working 
in the city became strategically important for her in upgrading her social standing 
amongst her neighbours. Translocal families are keenly involved in village politics 
between families. As Na Seh’s family has a migrant child, she had to ensure that her 
family relished the same, if not better standard of living compared to other translocal 
families in the village. 
 
6.3 Intimacy Through Translocal Communication  
6.3.1 Translocal Communication 
 Parrenas (2005b) defined “transnational communication” as the flow of ideas, 
information, goods, money, and emotions between the migrant and their left behind 
families. Parrenas (2005b) looked at issues that span across national borders in 
“transnational communication” but in the context of this thesis, similar issues of 
communication between family members across distance are explored but in the 
context of rural-urban migration. Thus, I have re-adapted the concept of 
“transnational communication” to “translocal communication”. There is now a rich 
vein of scholarly work (see Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila, 1997; Levitt, 2001; Asis et 
al., 2004; Parrenas, 2005b) focusing on female labour migrants working away from 
home and who perform ‘transnational’ or ‘long-distance mothering’ from afar; in 
contrast, less has been said about how left behind parents conduct ‘translocal 
parenting’ from home sites in the village. 
 
Parenting in the translocal village is undergoing change as ‘traditional’ forms 
of communicating with children are “contested by alternative values that must be 
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rationalized and defended” (Magowan, 2007:460). Acts of care and intimacy 
traditionally performed within the confines of the home between parent and child now 
have to be transmitted through “virtual contact” (Baldassar, 2007) using telephone 
lines or SMS texts, etc. 
 
 Telephone calls back home have been the most convenient form of 
communication between the left behind parents and their migrant children. Telephone 
lines provide a channel for building intimacy across space because language, spoken 
or otherwise, is primarily a way we reveal ourselves to each other in deepening and 
continuing intimacy (Peterson, 1997). As Levitt (2001:22) argued, “New technologies 
‘heightened the immediacy and frequency of migrants’ contact with their sending 
communities and allow them to be actively involved in everyday life there in 
fundamentally different ways than in the past”.  
 
6.3.2 Routinised Translocal Transmission of Care and Intimacy 
 During conversations with their children, the left behind parents generally kept 
their conversation topics around three main areas. The first, as normal parental 
instincts dictate, was usually about their child’s well-being. Have they been well? 
Have the working hours been long? Do they have enough money for themselves? 
These are some of the perennial questions which left behind parents are concerned 
with. For Christian families, there is always a stress on the need to go to church and 
refrain from working on Sundays although the pay is higher because they have to 
“keep the Sabbath holy” (Ca Sut). Ca Hkeh proudly announced the fact that his 
children choose not to work on Sundays despite the draw of increased remuneration. 
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“My children don’t work on Sundays although the pay is higher. Must go to church 
and worship God.” 
 
 The second area of concern included instructions about living away from 
home. Parents mainly use this as a chance to remind their children to work or study 
hard while they are away and not to pick up bad habits such as smoking or drinking 
alcohol in the urban centres. If possible, the children are to “Go home straight after 
work, don’t need to visit anyone. Go home and sleep” (Ca Hkeh). Others veer in the 
opposite direction, advising their children in the following manner, “You work, only 
work, don’t need to visit other things other friends. Just work. Avoid danger” (Na Ti). 
Left behind parents are unable to be physically present with their children so they 
compensate by giving ‘absolutes’ as seen from both examples – either the children are 
to work all day or go home immediately after work. While left behind parents worry 
about their children and most express it over the telephone, they are painfully aware 
that they are helpless in controlling their children’s lifestyles and habits when they are 
so far away from home. 
 
 Thirdly, parents would commonly ask when their children will be returning 
home permanently or for a visit, ever optimistic that the answer would be “soon”. 
Respondents who are expecting their children’s return are generally more cheerful as 
perceived from the tone of their voices when I inquired about their children. 
Interestingly in most cases, although rather ironically too, left behind parents are 
rather clueless about where their children work or the sort of environment they live in. 
Besides uttering vague answers on the lines of “a factory” or “at a construction site”, 
these parents were hard pressed to furnish other details. This could be because the 
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children assume that their parents who have lived their lives in the village may not 
fully understand what these places outside of the village are like or are simply tired of 
explaining their experiences to their parents repeatedly. Hence to keep from appearing 
foolish in trying to explain something they are unsure about, or even to avoid 
embarrassing their children by their own ignorance, they opt to remain silent when 
asked. Perhaps also, such information is better left to face-to-face interactions as 
Baldassar (2007:386) wrote, “The co-presence afforded by visiting provides an 
opportunity to share knowledge that is not based in verbal communication”. 
 
 Successfully maintained connections are the result of consistent interactions 
with nodes in the translocal network. Following the routine to call on certain days 
creates fixed “family time” the translocal family enjoys with each other. Family 
strategies of care and intimacy have readapted and both sides of the translocal family 
network have, over a period of time, understood that this is the “new” method of 
showing care. Parenting migrant children has been readapted to incorporate the 
element of distance as a factor but in every other sense, these translocal left behind 
parents have not changed their parenting techniques. Routine questions are repeated 
not only because the translocal family is expecting an answer but it is a routinised 
way of showing care and intimacy over the phones where copresence is lacking, 
thereby maintaining the translocal links with each other. Through translocal 
communication some form of care and intimacy are present as technology has bridged 
the distance between parent and migrant child, but as alluded above, virtual presence 




6.4 Translocal Disconnection 
6.4.1 Loneliness as a Product of Disconnections  
 When there is a lack of regular day-to-day care or face-to-face contact, 
personal support, emotion and moral support, loneliness sets in for the individual 
(Baldassar, 2007) as a result of translocal disconnection. Svasek and Skrbis (2007) 
have asserted the need to pay attention to the emotional part of translocal movement 
because  experiences and emotions have shaped the transit of people, ideas and 
practices, objects and images, and vice versa. While translocal communication has 
provided some form of care and intimacy yet the local still remains essential in the 
emotional needs and social connections of care, I will explain this with the example of 
my host, Na Ma. 
 
 Na Ma lives in a relatively big house in the village in the Doi Saket district. 
All of her children have grown up and are living at their own places with their 
families. Now, she lives with her granddaughter whom she treats as her own daughter 
because her son had passed away almost 20 years ago and she has been taking care of 
her since then. Her granddaughter works as a domestic helper for an expatriate family 
from Canada in Chiang Mai city. When her granddaughter has to work away from 
home, Na Ma stays in the house by herself. During my fieldwork, I stayed with Na 
Ma because her youngest son had requested me to. Na Ma’s youngest son thought that 
with his niece living away from home, “It would be good to have more people in the 
house to look after her” (Ca Sut). Although her daughter lives nearby while one of her 
sons stays about 15 minutes drive away from her, neither stays over at her house. Na 
Ma chats with her granddaughter every other day or “whenever my [granddaughter] is 
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free to talk”. She described her relationship with her granddaughter as close from 
prior investments in “staying in touch” (Finch and Mason, 1990). 
 
 However, Na Ma mentioned that ever so often, she would feel lonely in the 
big house. Clearly, telephone lines are insufficient substitutes in dealing with the lack 
of physical copresence of family members. While Na Ma was watching her usual 
evening soap opera in the quiet living room, I asked her if she felt lonely. She replied 
with a simple “cao” or “yes” in her Northern Thai dialect. Her expression was one of 
helplessness and to a certain degree, fatalistic knowing that she is unable to control or 
do anything to assuage these moments of loneliness in her present life. She said, “It’s 
lonely because no one else is at home and staying alone at home watching TV by 
yourself is rather lonely. I rather go and sleep if there is nothing to watch”. She 
mentioned that such forlorn feelings come only in the night when she locks up the 
house. This sense of dejection from being alone is shared by other respondents such 
as Ca Hah below. 
BT: …do you feel lonely that your children are now working away 
[from home]? 
Ca Hah: Yes, I feel lonely because the house now very quiet. Got 
nobody else staying here [with me]. But hope the future is better, so 
must plan now. Let them go away and work and study. 
BT: So you are tolerating now for a better future? 
Ca Hah: [laughs] Yes, yes. 
 
Even though there is a healthy maintenance of translocal links between parent and 
migrant child, local copresence is however an important aspect in maintaining the 
emotional life of the individual in the translocal village. When translocal 
communication is irregular or disconnected, the relationship between the parent and 
migrant child becomes suspended. During this suspension, loneliness sets in during 
in-between periods of routine, waiting for translocal connections to be re-established. 
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6.4.2 Losing Touch, Losing Care and Intimacy 
 Other than feelings of loneliness, left behind parents are equally worried about 
their migrant children’s life and the activities they engage in outside of work and 
away from home. Na Yeh for example, consoles herself by saying “…if he wants to 
stay on in the city, he can stay. If he comes back, that’ll be good. I will not insist that 
he comes back to stay with us. It is his life” (added emphasis). Left behind parents 
have to deal with the changes of their children leaving the house and the emotions 
associated with their moving. However, if there have not been sufficient efforts 
invested in keeping in touch on either side, left behind parents become distanced 
physically and emotionally from their migrant children. Two examples of this 
distancing is shown below. 
BT: What are the things you are worried about for him? 
Na Lor: Go too far so don’t know anything. Worry a lot. 
BT: So he is working very hard there…are you worried that he will 
drink alcohol and smoke? 
Na Lor: I worry about him drinking alcohol and smoking. I ask him to 
go to church on Sundays. 
 
BT: Do you worry when your son is away? What do you worry about? 
Ca Kha: I worry about my son and his life. He go to work there, 
maybe [he] follow his friends drink alcohol, not do work. Not good. 
 
These two excerpts are from parents who have hardly kept in contact with their 
migrant children. Glen (1983:43) in writing about Chinese-American families who 
have both parents working posited that “Because work and family life were almost 
entirely separated, intimacy between parents and their children diminished”. When 
intimacy diminishes, left behind parents react by becoming more worried about their 
children’s well-being to the point of questioning the purpose for migrating in the first 
place. They question the original rationale for their children’s migration to the urban 
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centres and whether the means justify the ends. And for some left behind parents, they 
deeply regret the decision they made in allowing their children to migrate for work or 
in sending them to urban centres to further their education. 
 
 “Emotional labour” (Hochschild, 1983) or “staying in touch” (Baldassar, 
2007) between parent and migrant child requires skill and effort. If these are not 
invested into the relationship, the result is a form of translocal disconnection between 
parent and migrant child which may be temporary or permanent. Translocal links are 
maintained because of interactions between the nodes in the translocal networks, for 
which acts of care and intimacy can be transmitted. However, there is a limit to the 
transmission of translocal care and intimacy. The emotional life of the left behind 
parent in the translocal village often still requires physical copresence in between 
periods of disconnections – something which can be facilitated by return visits on the 
part of the migrant child.  
 
6.5 Returning to Visit 
 During one weekend, Na Pu’s son, Ca Sor returned home to visit. The journey 
from the university at Phayao province to Pathuniwet village by motorcycle takes 
around five to six hours on the highway. I asked Ca Sor why he had wanted to return 
home to visit on such an odd weekend which was neither a public holiday nor the 
school vacation. He smiled and replied that he missed his mother and his uncle had 
asked him to help out at the nearby Learning Centre as they were conducting a special 
weekend programme for the children of the village. The evening he came back, Ca 
Sor’s family celebrated by having a special meal together. Duval (2004:52) defined 
the return visit as “the means by which migrants travel temporarily to a homeland 
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from a place to which they had previously migrated” or one’s place of origin or birth 
(Asiedu, 2005). Ca Sor in this case had previously migrated to the hostel at Phayao 
province. His return visit expresses the strengthening of links between the different 
nodes in the networks (Vertovec, 1999). 
 
 While a purely quantitative measure was not employed in the research on the 
four Lahu villages, the frequency of return visits varies across the families as expected 
given the wide range of jobs and schools which the migrant children are engaged or 
enrolled in. Some migrant children made frequent visits back to the village as often as 
once a month but most visits are once every four to six months, constrained by school 
calendars, holidays available, the nature of the jobs and financial reasons. Reasons for 
home visits vary. Writing in the context of Commonwealth Eastern Caribbean 
migrants in Toronto preparing for return migration in the future, Duval (2004:52) 
argued that the reason for migrants to return for visits is that while the return visit may 
not be because they have a specific reason to return, it “may instead be the means by 
which social relationships are maintained”. Those that I had talked to assumed that 
they will return home in the future and the return visits were opportunities to re-
establish ties with families and friends who are at the village. 
  
 In addition, it should be noted that the question of returning ‘home’ – the 
cultural hearth of one’s ancestors – in order to reclaim a sense of cultural identity 
discussed in the literature on diasporic ties among overseas communities (Glick 
Schiller and Fouron, 2001) did not feature prominently in the case discussed here. Ca 
Mo, a tertiary student studying in Chiang Mai province, make return visits to his 
home in  Santi Village during the public holidays and school vacations. He said that 
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he was not the least bit concerned about his Lahu identity as he felt he was sure of it. 
He never felt that the need to reconnect with his Lahu identity returning to the village 
to visit. “I am Lahu”, Ca Mo replied categorily but in the Thai language15 when I 
asked him whether staying in Chiang Mai city has caused him to become more Thai.  
 
 In the main, return visits provide the channels through which migrant children 
maintain and refresh social relationships in the translocal village. During their trips 
home, both Ca Sor and Ca Mo said that they will always set aside time for their 
families, and visit other friends and relatives in the village. During their return visits, 
the migrant children also revert to their household responsibilities prior to moving out 
of the village. For example, the weekend which Ca Sor returned to visit, he was busy 
cutting the grass around his house, helping his mother, Na Pu, at the farm and by 
running errands for her, and visiting relatives. It is during these occasions that the 
translocal family are able to re-establish relationships in concrete ways and fill in the 
gaps in their memories of the times they were apart. In the process of being “in touch” 
through co-presence, Na Pu, commented that sometimes her son Ca Sor would teach 
her about the “urban ways” of doing things and even explain to her better agricultural 
techniques which he had learnt at school. Na Pu does not think that her son is 
different but feels proud and appreciative that Ca Sor is able to share the information 
and lessons learnt although she also said that she did not take on board the agricultural 




                                                
15
 Ca Mo learnt the Thai language in school and when I have conversations with him, I speak to him in 
the Thai language. However, he speaks to his parents and friends in the village in the Lahu language.  
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6.6 Conclusion 
 I have illustrated through the lives of the individuals and the community in the 
translocal village that the maintenance of links in the translocal network is based 
primarily on remittance flows and translocal communication between parent and 
migrant child. Remittance flows legitimises translocal movements and earns the 
approval of the village head and the wider community, resulting in the the 
encouragement of further translocal movement as well as the maintenance of current 
links. Families also gain financial support and income security as remittance flows 
back and forth in the translocal links.  
 
Social and emotional connections of care and intimacy were illustrated in this 
chapter through translocal communication between left behind parents and their 
migrant children. Families have readapted traditional notions of parenting by 
incorporating the element of distance in the routinised transmission of care and 
intimacy through sustained translocal links. However, there is still a place for the 
local copresence because of the limitations in translocal communication. Attention 
needs to be given to the local as during periods of translocal disconnection, there is a 
suspension of emotional support. Effort and skill have to be invested in “staying in 
touch” with the nodes in the translocal network and sometimes this can only be 
achieved when the migrant children return to visit. Translocal disconnection also 
indicate that translocal communication of care and intimacy may not be a long term 
solution in dealing with the emotional and social relationships among individuals and 
family members. How the ‘local’ is reproduced in light of translocal linkages in the 










REPRODUCTION OF THE LOCAL 












 Translocal imageries are produced and expressed in the everyday-ness of the 
translocal village as I have discussed in the previous chapters. Translocal imageries 
contribute to the proliferation of translocal movements, blurring the boundaries and 
bridging the gaps between the village and the urban centres. I have also elaborated on 
the translocal expressions such as the use of remittances and translocal acts of care 
and intimacy, and the impacts of increasing translocality on everyday village life. In 
the midst of all the production and actualization of translocal imageries and flows, in 
this chapter, I turn to discussing the way the ‘local’ is reproduced in the translocal 
village following Appadurai’s (1995) suggestion that locality is produced through the 
constant interaction and struggle amongst different social actors involved in ongoing 
negotiations as part of everyday life. 
 
What then is locality? Appadurai (1995:205) described locality in the 
following manner, “[L]ocality is an inherently fragile social achievement. Even in the 
most intimate, spatially confined, geographically isolated situations, locality must be 
maintained carefully against various kinds of odds”. Locality, a spatial concept, needs 
to be conserved. And in the conservation of locality, nostalgia is often evoked. 
Writing in relation to landscapes, Lowenthal (1975) argued for the importance of 
nostalgia, or an attachment to the past in making sense of our present lives:  
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We need the past, in any case, to cope with present landscapes. We 
selectively perceive what we are accustomed to seeing; features and 
patterns in the landscape make sense to us because we share a history 
with them. Every object, every grouping, every view is intelligible 
partly because we are already familiar with it, through our own past 
and through tales heard, books read, pictures viewed. We see things 
simultaneously as they are and as we viewed them before; previous 
experience suffuses all present perception” (Lowenthal, 1975:5).  
 
These memories are physically contained in material things and invested in the places 
which feature in everyday life. For example, Wolbert (2001) showed elsewhere how 
the use of family portraits and photographs acted as temporal references to people’s 
past, thus (re)producing locality visually through people’s memories. Thus, locality is 
hence produced in a stream of social activities which occur in place. Conversely, 
material expressions of place is the medium for the reproduction of the local. The 
local is hence (re)produced through social actions and practices and also expressed in 
the form of material objects and artifacts in place.  
 
In the expansion of possibilities as translocal networks linking the Lahu 
villages to the urban centres develop, there is also a contraction or a return to the local 
and a reworking of what it means to be local in socio-economic and political terms. In 
the context of my case study villages, I set out to discuss the question “What is the 
nature of locality as a lived experience in a globalised deterritorialised world?” 
(Appadurai, 1991:196). I argue that the translocal village retains and maintains 
aspects of the past and their former ways of life even as translocal linkages develop, 
to provide cogency and stability in the lives of the family and community.  
 
In this chapter, I begin by discussing how surrogate relationships are adopted 
to provide a sense of stability and to reproduce locality. I then move on to discuss 
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how nostalgia and memories in turn conserves the local through the maintenance of 
place. And finally, I will examine the production of a new and nuanced understanding 
of what constitutes the local, through interactions of the translocal and the local. 
 
7.2 Adopting Surrogate Relationships and Reinforcing the Local 
 Scholars have debated the importance of geographical proximity in providing 
care and support to ageing parents (Lin and Rogerson, 1995; Bengston and 
Harootyan, 1994) because care-giving requires a measure of close proximity. This led 
Baldassar and Baldock (2000:62) to conclude that older parents without adult children 
in close proximity, actually “miss out on an important caring relationship and source 
of support”. Although not entirely similar to the provision of care-giving, I assert that 
parents with migrant children who have left for the urban centres also require a form 
of care-giving through the provision of emotional support which can only be satisfied 
through close, face-to-face proximity. As Aldous and Klein (1991) found, it is 
normally the case that the adult child with the closest geographical proximity assumes 
full responsibility of caring for his or her parent. In the context of my research 
however, “closest geographical proximity” tends to refer to the adult child who is co-
present in the village. Where their children are no longer living in the village, parents 
reproduce the local actively through the adoption of surrogate relationships, re-
focusing on locally available community members for emotional support even as 
translocal linkages with their migrant children are negotiated (as discussed in Chapter 
6). Ca Han and Ca Nart are two such parents in which such negotiations were clearly 
evident, and I will use their families as examples to illustrate how left behind family 
members sometimes rally together to reproduce strong locally based relationships to 
substitute for absent children. 
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 Ca Han’s household comprises seven people in total, of which two of his 
children now live in the city. I was invited to stay for dinner with his family after the 
interview with Ca Han and to my surprise; there were about 12 adults who came to 
join in the meal that evening. His neighbours, and their families, as well as his 
brothers and sisters were present that evening for dinner. It was not a special occasion 
to warrant such a large gathering, in fact, I soon learnt that this was a “normal” dinner 
on a regular day. Dinner with Ca Han felt surreal that evening as we all sat under a 
pavilion-like structure in the middle of the cluster of houses belonging to the people 
present at the dinner. Conversations over dinner were lively as I asked the people 
present about their lives and whether their nephew and niece (Ca Han’s absent 
children) were missed at meal times or other family gatherings. Some family 
members mentioned that they talked about and frequently enquired after the two who 
were away such as finding out which stage of their education they had reached. Ca 
Han would usually provide an update to the rest of the family present at dinner. On 
other occasions, they would reminisce about the past and the time spent with their 
migrant children. Through redirecting his source of emotional support to his 
immediate neighbours and relatives in the local community, Ca Han tried to cope with 
the absence of his migrant children. When Ca Han felt lonely or missed his children, 
he turned to the local community who live around him. Ca Han said “…there are 
many people [pointing to his extended family and relatives sitting around the 
interview] here”. The local becomes reproduced through the redirecting of emotional 
support from his translocal children to the local community of neighbours within 




 Ca Nart is the pastor of the church at Phayakorngdee village. His older 
daughter is currently studying in a town away from the village and only returns home 
during the school vacation to spend time with the family. Meanwhile, Ca Nart and his 
wife divide their time between church ministry and caring for their younger daughter, 
Na Lu. Contrary to stereotypes that churches are only busy on weekends, Ca Nart is 
perpetually swamped with work throughout the entire week. On weekdays, the church 
functions as an after school daycare centre for youth and children in the village, hence 
numerous activities are planned to cater to the interests of this diverse age group. 
Some of these activities include learning new songs, tutoring and video screenings on 
the only television set in church. Additionally, Ca Nart devotes his weekday evenings 
to teaching the children how to read and write16 the Lahu language while Sunday 
evening language classes are reserved for the adults in the village. Other than 
occasional meetings with government officials in a neighbouring town to iron out 
administrative matters – usually on behalf of the uneducated in the village – Ca Nart 
busies himself with ministry amongst the local village community. The absence of his 
older daughter has forced Ca Nart to look for substitutes to occupy his time, probably 
in the hope that he will not be too preoccupied with an absent family member. The 
teenagers and children in the village (Plate 7.1), whom he spends so much time with 
during ministry, have now become his surrogate children and the adults, his siblings. 
During our interview, Ca Nart gleefully exclaimed, “I stay here not very long but the 
village is my family!” The boundaries of Ca Nart’s family in this case have been 
extended to the whole village community. Almost the local community has become a 
                                                
16
 The Lahu language does not have a written script but uses romanised English alphabets to translate 
the spoken Lahu into written form as mentioned earlier in Chapter Three.  
 130
surrogate for Ca Nart as he copes with the absence of his daughter. Ca Nart openly 
admitted this during the interview. 
BT: Do you think you will be lonely when they go out to study? 
Ca Nart: Lonely. I stay by myself with my wife. Feel lonely but other 
side is there is more hard work. Must support both of them, more 
expensive, no time to feel lonely. 
BT: So when the church youth children come, do they become like 
your children? 
CN: Yes, they are all like my children! One big family! 
 




For left behind parents, reproduction of the local here is seen in the active 
adoption of surrogates to make up for the loss of intimacy once enjoyed with their 
children. Left behind parents replace absent relationships and the sources of emotional 
support they used to receive, with work and a surrogate community which can be 
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accessed through the local. These parents find stability in developing substitute local 
relationships as they continue to conserve and strengthen ties within the local 
community. 
 
7.3 Invoking the Past and Conserving the Local Through Place 
 The migrant child’s room in the family home is a place that visually 
reproduces the local through nostalgia, and the invoking of past memories of how the 
place was used (Lowenthal, 1975; Wolbert, 2001). The materiality of the place creates 
a sense of stability in the relationship between the parent and migrant child. The 
migrant child’s room although vacated, is often conserved in its original form. It is 
left intact and untouched regardless of the number of years their children have been 
away from their home either for studies or work. An excerpt from my conversation 
with Ca See’s family illustrates this. 
BT: I am just curious, how is Ca Weet’s room like now? Is it still the 
same life before? 
Ca See [Father]: Now? It is the same. Never change. 
Ca Sak [Brother]: Yes the same. Last time our room slept two people 
but now that he is studying in Bangkok, I am sleeping alone on the 
bed. 
BT: How about his things? His personal belongings? 
Ca See: He moved most of it to Bangkok already. But things that he 
left behind, we didn’t touch because it is his things. So when he comes 
back, he knows where they are. 
 
Regardless of the number of years their children have been away from home, migrant 
parents cling to the glimmer of hope that their children will return home soon. This 
sense of optimism is clearly demonstrated in the way they aim to keep the room in the 
original condition as their children left it. As shown by Ca See’s comments17, which 
                                                
17
 Ca See’s comments were not limited to the verbal cues and the nuances (which are hard to record in 
the transcript) recorded in the transcript and shown above. The other non-verbal cues which have 
allowed me to conclude in this manner include the body language and the tone of their voices when 
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echoed the sentiments of other interviewees, feelings of nostalgia have caused Ca See 
and Ca Sak to leave their son/sibling’s personal belongings the way it is as a reminder 
of past memories. While there are others like Ca Chai, who had converted his child’s 
room for storage purposes (for grain and other farming tools for example), the excerpt 
of our conversation shown below illustrates how Ca Chai never referred to his 
migrant son’s room as the storeroom, instead he emphasized that it is his son’s former 
room, and one which would immediately resume its former use and identity when his 
son returned for a visit. Ca Chai while he was on the one hand verbally voicing out 
the words below, he had an anticipation and a hope which was seen through the tone 
of his voice and the body language which he naturally exuded which made me 
conclude that his son would return one day to occupy the room which has since been 
filled with farming tools and other stores. 
BT: Which is your son’s room? 
Ca Chai: My wife and I sleep in that room over there…and my son 
sleeps in that room over there [points to the room next to us]. 
BT: So has his room changed? Because he has been staying away from 
home for about two to three years now. 
Ca Chai: Oh, I’ve been so busy! I have changed everything. I have 
used his room as my storeroom to keep the things that I have to sell for 
my work. [Laughs] 
BT: [Laughs] So when your son comes home, where is he going to 
sleep? 
Ca Chai: [Laughs] When he comes back we will shift all these things 
out of his room and let him have his room to sleep in. 
 
 Left behind parents thus use places associated with their children to recount 
past memories and experiences of their migrant children living in the house. This 
resonated with Lowenthal’s (1975:7) observation that “If the character of the place is 
gone in reality [as is the case of the migrant children], it remains preserved in the 
mind’s eye of the visitor, formed by historical imagination, untarnished by rude social 
                                                                                                                                        
they responded to me. Furthermore, by being present with the family, I had felt a sense of what they 
were really trying to say during the interview which made me conclude as above.  
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facts”. The preservation of locality with its associated memories is hence part of 
family strategy in negotiating change – in this case brought about by the increasing 
translocal networks in which the village is woven into – as Chamberlain and 
Leydesdorff (2004:231) observed in a different context:  
Here, memories of the family (and family memories) play an important 
part in our perception of ourselves and others, and necessarily are 
implicated in the negotiations any one individual will make between 
cultural spheres and in the process of accommodating a new personal 
stability.  
 
By conserving the room in the original state it was left, with all its memories intact, 
the left behind parent attempts to reproduce what was before and create a sense of 
stability in their relationship with their migrant child. This reinforces their identity as 
parents responsible for the nurturing and upbringing of their children despite physical 
absence, and in turn, through reminiscing about the past when their children were 
present, parents are able to “know themselves” (Sutton, 2004) and be assured of their 
status in their children’s lives. A sense of stability is achieved by reproducing the 
local through retaining and conserving the children’s personal belongings and 
personal dwelling places. Material expressions of [an unchanged] locality (Appadurai, 
1995) are hence significant for left behind parents experiencing the growing 
emergence of translocal linkages in the village. 
 
7.4 Reproducing New Nuanced Understandings of the Local 
 Remittance flows entering the translocal village have contributed to its 
changing façade. The material spaces of the village have been impacted by the 
refurbishment of old houses and the construction of new ones. These houses that dot 
the material spaces visibly demonstrate the pride and status of the left behind parents 
not so much as a form of ostentatious display, but an outward sign of vindication of 
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their efforts in encouraging their migrant children to move to the urban centres. 
Material improvements of their homes provide a reassurance embedded in the comfort 
of knowing that their initial worries about living without their migrant children were 
unfounded.  
  
As seen in chapter six, most of the Lahu villagers, like Na Yeh, have used the 
remittances they received from their children on home furnishings, buying 
refrigerators and television sets with accompanying satellite dishes. On a different 
scale, Na Ma’s granddaughter bought a new plot of land and built a brand new house 
for her so that now, Na Ma lived in a big and relatively modern house in the village 
(Plate 7.2), which from my observations, is one of the two newest and largest in 
Pathuniwet village. I asked some of her neighbours whether they felt that the house is 
out of place in the village and the general response which I obtained was that it 
“looked different” from the rest of the village houses. These neighbours were not 
particularly jealous or unhappy about the new house because they knew that it was Na 
Ma’s granddaughter who wanted to provide a comfortable place for Na Ma to live in. 
Na Ma felt happy staying there and proud that her granddaughter is doing well enough 
as a domestic worker in Chiang Mai to provide amply for her needs. She revealed this 
in our conversation as seen below. 
BT: Do you feel proud that your granddaughter has done and bought 
all these for you? 
Na Ma: Yes I do. 
BT: Do you feel that when you look at the house and all the furniture, 
you feel happy that your granddaughter bought all these for you to 
enjoy? 
Na Ma: Yes, she is a good girl. But she still has to work and travel to 
the city…because she stills needs to pay the bank back for the furniture 
and the house. 
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Na Ma felt a great sense of satisfaction that she has done a good job in raising 
her granddaughter and instilling in her the right values. She now enjoyed the fruits of 
her labour as seen through the electronic appliances proudly displayed in her home, 
including a washing machine and refrigerator as well as several new pieces of 
furniture like a sofa and a bed complete with a bed frame. As McKay and Brady 
(2005:91) observed,  
Locality emerges through a series of attachments and commitments 
that characterize local subjectivities. Locality is emergent from 
neighbourhoods, situation communities characterised by their spatial or 
virtual actuality and their potential for reproduction. Thus, locality can 
be a property of both a ‘traditional’ or ‘place’-based community and a 
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‘virtual’ Internet-based community or a combination of both, such as a 
place-based primary site with a virtual aspect to its neighbourhood.  
 
In the case of Na Ma, there is a reproduction of a new, nuanced form of the local. The 
‘local’ prior to the injection of remittances in the village is different from the current 
definition of a nuanced local. Na Ma’s previous home was built out of bamboo and 
wood with a thatched roof, she had no sofas in her home and slept only on a mattress 
laid on the floor. It comes as no surprise that the mere notion of being able to own a 
washing machine or a refrigerator was unthinkable to Na Ma then. Although Na Ma 
was aware of the existence of these appliances, she never thought of using them, 
much less purchasing them because the other villagers did not own any as well. 
Besides, Na Ma agreed that it would most certainly look awkward combining such 
modern appliances with the traditional backdrop of her old home. Her lifestyle has 
changed radically now that she uses these new equipment as part of her daily life. As 
Na Ma remarked, “Last time I don’t know how to use all these things [pointing to the 
television]. My granddaughter and son taught me many times. Now I know”. Na Ma 
spends most of her evenings in the house watching her favourite drama serials on the 
television, constantly explaining the plot and characters to me every time I join her to 
bring me up to date with the story. 
 
Although Na Ma is proficient in using most of her modern appliances, she was 
still reluctant to use the washing machine in her house when she washed her clothes. 
Her laundry detergent, clothes pegs, buckets and the washing machine are located 
together at the corner of her kitchen. Despite the convenience of having all the 
necessary items for washing her clothes in the same place, Na Ma still washed her 
clothes every other day by hand. She said, “I have only my clothes to wash. Don’t 
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need to use the electricity to wash so few clothes”. Ironically, her son comes by once 
a week with his family’s laundry and uses the washing machine to wash their clothes. 
Thus, even though Na Ma has a modern appliance in her house to assist her in 
washing her clothes, she still retained her former ways of washing clothes by hand. 
For her, washing clothes by hand as a local act remained immune to translocal 
influences. 
 
 Through the selective incorporation of modern equipment into daily living, Na 
Ma and other families in the translocal villages who have done the same, have created 
their own nuanced understanding of how the local should be lived in the face of 
growing translocal influences. Local lifestyles are repackaged as they are reproduced 
in the everyday. Left behind parents adopt and adapt translocal effects in a selective 
manner, mapping these subtly different understandings of the local onto the village 
spaces and in the homes. There are some parallels with the work of Michel Picard 
(1990) on Balinese culture where he argued that Balinese culture was able to 
incorporate foreign influences and yet maintain their local identities and uniqueness. 
The example which Picard (1990) used was the Balinese traditional dances and rituals 
which were shortened and pieced together for the mass tourist audience at staged 
shows in hotels. The essence of the Balinese dances is kept while combining the 
various dances, which otherwise do not happen together. Likewise (albeit in the 
sphere of everyday practicalities rather than the cultural sphere examined by Picard), 
when the left behind family members begin to build new homes with a modern flair, 
there is a reproduction of the local incorporating translocal influences and linkages 
whilst keeping traditional practices and values. The outward expression of this 
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nuanced understanding of the local can be seen in the amalgamation of the new with 
the old in the reshaping of the material spaces of the translocal village.  
 
7.5 Conclusion 
 The translocal village is a product of negotiations and interaction between 
translocal influences and the local. These translocal villages are in an unceasing state 
of flux, constantly becoming places of a new and different sort. Translocal influences 
have created diversity in the everyday lives of the translocal village communities. As 
a countermeasure to provide stability in the lives of the village community against the 
effects of translocal influences, a sense of the local steeped in past memories is 
sometimes reproduced. Such a preservation of the local can be seen in the way left 
behind family members develop surrogate relationships to take the place of as well as 
remind them of their absent children. In reproducing the local through the forging of 
such relationships, surrogates provide a sense of stability and continuity in the lives of 
the left behind families. A sense of unchanging locality is also seen in the way left 
behind parents conjure up memories and feelings of nostalgia through conserving the 
private space of the migrant child, and in the process, create a sense of stability for 
their own identities as parents. At the same time, in the translocal village, local spaces 
are experiencing material change and local practices constantly adapted. Everyday life 
in the translocal village hence is a terrain of negotiation between the ‘local’ and the 





















8.1 In Retrospect: Key Findings 
 Beginning with Appadurai’s (1991, 1995) concept of translocalities, a number 
of themes surrounding the translocal village have been explored in this research. 
Translocal imageries are produced by the aspirations of parents, the copresence of 
foreign institutions and the exposure to education of the Lahu children. The weaving 
together of all the above three factors have shown how translocal imageries reaching 
beyond the boundaries of village life are predicated on the provision of resources and 
structural links with other translocal and transnational institutions, as well as the 
influence of teachers and the learning of the Thai language which serve to reduce the 
barriers to entry to urban centres. The translocal village is not an isolated entity in its 
own void of external connections as Peleikis (2000) has argued elsewhere as well, but 
is highly intertwined with other nodes linked by translocal networks. 
 
 Next, I explored the theme of the maintenance of translocal flows and 
networks in the form of remittance flows and translocal communication between left 
behind parents in the villages and their migrant children. Remittance flows have 
contributed to the increased availability of resources at both the family and village 
levels. Families and sometimes neighbours and the wider village community gain 
from the financial support and income security provided by the migrant children. This 
in return gains the approval of the village head, further legitimising the translocal 
movement of children to the town centres. Besides remittance flows, care and 
intimacy are also transmitted through routinised translocal communication between 
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the parent and the migrant child. Traditional notions of parenting have changed, 
incorporating the element of distance in selective ways. While the technologies of 
travel and communication make possible the maintenance of social ties and 
relationships across space (Mahler, 1998), a closer examination of the translocal 
village show that acts of care and intimacy and new forms of parenting through 
communication technologies may not always prove sufficient to sustain strong parent-
child bonds. Sharing close proximity within a locality does sometimes matter for the 
emotional aspects of relationships, pointing to the limitations of translocal 
communication and the possibility of periods of translocal disconnections. Return 
visits by the migrant children to the translocal village are hence crucial in re-establish 
and refreshing relationships between left behind parents and migrant children. 
  
 Lastly, despite the growing importance of translocal linkages, the translocal 
village retains and maintains aspects of the past and former ways of life, primarily to 
render cogency and stability to the lives of the family and the village community. 
Nostalgia and memories are conjured through the maintenance of specific places such 
as the migrant children’s rooms. Left behind parents adopt surrogate relationships to 
establish a sense of stability in the (re)production of the local. The translocal village is 
thus a product of negotiations and interactions between translocal influences and local 
forces. The reproduction of the local has also led to new, nuanced understandings of 
what the local is. Such an account of the translocal village demonstrates how 
(trans)localities are actualized and negotiated in the stream of everyday life. 
 
 From these three themes, we can see that the villages are shifting from being 
place-bound localities to becoming more virtual translocalities (see McKay and 
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Brady, 2005). Former face-to-face copresence activities in the village takes on a 
virtual aspect as most migrant children of the village are no longer actively involved 
in the day-to-day activities of the village but continue to exert influence from a 
distance through the maintenance of translocal links and flows. Lahu villages in this 
study are becoming translocal villages undergoing socio-spatial transformation as a 
result of developing translocal networks while retaining a sense of the original 
identity through the conservation and reproduction of a sense of the local. 
 
 In this process of change, each individual, family and village community 
participate as subjects with varying degrees of agency who continue to live and create 
new contexts (socially, emotionally, economically, and imaginatively) from the wide 
experiences of mobility and immobility. It is in the everyday transactions carried out 
by people with agency that underlies the (re)production of the village. As Appadurai 
(1995:207) observed, “The long-term reproduction of a neighbourhood that is 
simultaneously practical, valued and taken-for-granted depends on the seamless 
interaction of localized spaces and times with local subjects possessed of the 
knowledge to reproduce locality”.  
 
 In the earlier chapters, I have alluded to the potential problem of brain drain 
for the translocal village, given the increase mobilities out of the village of younger 
people. In contrast to the claims in the literature on brain drain that out-migration of 
the young have detrimental effects on the left behind village, this research provides an 
alternative understanding by showing that migrants who have made translocal 
movements out of the village to the urban centres are often still involved in the social 
and economic life of the village. The translocal remittance flows and translocal 
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communication of care and intimacy are active channels through which migrant 
children remain involved in promoting the well-being of their families and their 
village communities.  
 
Moreover, as Boonkamyeung (2000) argued that the idea of being Lahu has 
often been highly contested and collective identity through a symbolic universe was 
emphasized regardless of locations of residence. There were attempts to (re)make 
Lahu identity as translocal and even transnational throughout the 1990s as part of the 
Lahu ethno-nationalist movement which was operating in Burma, Thailand and Laos. 
However, the influences of these ethno-nationalist movements were not the focus of 
my investigations in this research as the everyday activities of the Lahu people in the 
four villages mentioned faced issues which were mentioned in the earlier chapters 
such as influences foreign institutions and the allure of a better education in the urban 
centres18.  
 
8.2 Conceptual Contributions   
 In theoretical terms, I have attempted to shed light on Appadurai’s (1991, 
1995) theory of translocalities in the context of the left behind village within complex 
rural-urban migration processes. The translocal village is a relatively new theoretical 
approach which has provided a paradigm shift from the more common focus in the 
                                                
18
 I recognise that there are caveats in the research and there are many other angles in which the 
research can be approached or done better. For example, the historical motivations for the movement of 
the Lahu people and the translocal imageries which contribute to their migration to the urban centres 
would have been an interesting topic of research. Massive land loss was a major drive of the initially 
large wave of migration of the Lahu into the urban centres, and the second wave of migration because 
of the subsequent “drug war” and the “One million fund” policies of the former Prime Minister 
Thaksin’s administration in the past decades. These are some of the valid macro factors (and other 
factors not mentioned in the research) which pushed the Lahu into the urban centres. However, this 
research has deliberately focused on the everyday lives of the Lahu people in the villages which I have 
chosen, giving emphasis to the everyday issues that the Lahu people confront such as seeking jobs or 
fulfilling educational aspirations in the urban centres.  
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migration literature on the migrant as opposed to the left behind community. The 
concept also allows us to analyses the ‘sending village’ not as an isolated left behind 
entity but as a social construct which combines a sense of the local with the 
development of translocal networks. Usefully too, it helps us tease out the everyday-
ness of the village life in understanding how the village is (re)produced. By showing 
how the translocal village is embedded within larger networks of relationships and 
interactions, the thesis helps to challenge unhelpful binaries commonly found in the 
migration literature such as ‘sending versus receiving communities’ or ‘home versus 
host societies’. 
 
 By training the analytical lens on the left behind parent generation, this 
research also supplements the more usual focus in migration research on the 
vulnerable groups such as the elderly and young children which have attracted far 
more attention from scholars and policymakers. Yet, this group of the left behind 
parents, who are economically active and physically able to earn a living to support 
themselves, are very much involved in the migration process and are likely to have a 
great impact on migration decisions, the use of remittances, etc. and deserves further 
analysis. In doing this, I also attempted to provide a more nuanced understanding of 
the left behind, not as powerless, marginalised and discriminated against (as they are 
usually portrayed) but as active agents within the changing family and community in 
northern Thailand.  
 
8.3 Concluding Remarks 
 In chapter three, I alluded to the Lahu people’s southward movement. Perhaps 
this migration southwards is part of a larger story that is synonymous with the 
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unfolding of Lahu history. Using the life of Ca Sut as an example, he currently lives at 
Dok Daeng village but his childhood days were spent at a village called Mae Tam Noi 
village further north and close to the Myanmar border. His mother was born and 
raised in Myanmar and she was the generation that crossed the present Myanmar-
Thailand border into Thailand. Ca Sut’s daughter is studying in a school in Chiang 
Mai. Another example is Ca Nart’s family history of movement which mirrors the 
experiences of Ca Sut’s family. Three generations are all that is required to move 
hundreds of kilometres south. A history of migrating south is constantly being written 
by new generations of Lahu people. Left behind are their families who look after the 
household and maintain translocal village communities which they are a part of. Both 
the translocal communities and the migrants play a crucial role in the history of 
southward migration among the Lahu. 
 
 Where their final destination in the south lies remains unknown; indeed, their 
present location may prove provisional in the long run. Perhaps the regional urban 
centres and nation capitals are their metaphorical end points in the south or perhaps 
there may be a need to cross more political borders to reach their promise land. Or 
perhaps moving south means moving towards a better and secure future, a future that 
is free from the ‘hard life’ as some of those interviewed have alluded to. Wherever the 
south may be, the south is definitely contextualised in the socio-economic and 
political milieu of the future. It is therefore my hope that this research will contribute 
to the larger understanding of the Lahu people, providing a piece of the jigsaw puzzle 
which will, together with the work of other researchers, tell the mobile story of the 
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